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EMPEDOCLE D’AGRIGENTE* 


DE LA NATURE 


1 


Et toi, Pausanias, écoute, 6 fils du sage Anchitos. 


2 


Etroites sont les voies par lesquelles dans les membres des 
hommes peut cheminer l’entendement, 

et nombreux les maux qui les assaillent, émoussant leur at- 
tention soucieuse. 

Ils n’aperçoivent qu’une part brève de la vie, 

hommes d’un rapide destin, fumée que le vent agite et dissout. 

Ils ne se fient qu’a ce vers quoi les porte leur desir, 

jouets de toutes les impulsions, se glorifiant chacun dattein- 
dre la comprehension du Tout; 

mais en vain: car il n’est pas donne aux hommes 

de le voir, ni de Pentendre, ni de le saisir par l'esprit. Toi 
donc, puisque tes pas 

jusqu'ici Pont conduit, tu en sauras autant qu'il est possible 
à Pintelligence d'un mortel. 


* Extrait d’un ouvrage à paraître: Trois contemporains (Héraclite, 
Parménide, Empédocle) traduction nouvelle et intégrale d’Yves Battistini. 
Préface de René Char. 
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3 


Au creux de ton coeur silencieux. 


4 


Mais vous, détournez de ma langue, 6 dieux, ce miserable 
égarement; 

que de mes lèvres saintes grâce à vous coule une source de 
purete. 

Et toi, 6 nombreuse, 6 désirée, vierge aux bras blancs, Muse, 

je Vinvoque, sans exiger de toi des secrets défendus aux créa- 
tures d’un jour. = 

Aidée de la déesse miséricordieuse, envoie-moi un char aux 
chevaux dociles. . 

La gloire aux fleurs éclatantes que les mortels aiment cueillir 
ne me séduira pas, 

ne me forcera pas à révéler ton interdit. 

Courage, 6 Pausanias, bondis jusqu'aux cimes du savoir. 

Va, regarde de tous tes yeux, partout oü chaque chose mani- 
feste son étre, 


sans que ta foi passe le témoignage de ce que voient tes 
prunelles, 

ni que les sons grondants te donnent une certitude plus haute 
que les claires explications de la parole, 

n’accorde rien aux autres sens, quand s’eleve en toi le besoin 
de savoir. 


Suspends ta confiance: tu ne dois connaitre que de ce qui ta 
manifesté son étre. 


5 


Les pervers veulent absolument rejeter l'évidence. 
Mais toi, écoute notre Muse digne de foi, 


et que ta pensée se garde de toute confusion. 
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6 


Apprends d’abord les racines de toutes choses: elles sont 
quatre, 
Zeus lumineux, Hera vivifiante, et le Seigneur de l'Ombre, 


avec Nestis, qui gonfle la source des larmes pour les hommes 
mortels. 


Éléments impérissables! 


8 


Voici encore: rien de ce qui est mortel n’a de naissance 

ni de fin par la mort qui tout emporte. 

Mais les éléments s’assemblent seulement, puis, une fois mé- 

lés, se dissocient. 

Naissance n'est qu'un nom donné par les hommes à un mo- 
ment de ce rythme des choses. 


9 


Quand un mélange d'éléments parvient à la lumière 

sous la forme d'un homme, d'une bête des bois, ou dune 
plante, 

ou d’un oiseau, alors il se produit, dit-on, une naissance. 

Et quand les éléments se désassemblent, le mot douloureux 
de « trépas » 

vient sur les levres des hommes: injustement! Et moi, cedant 
a la coutume, je parle aussi comme eux. 


10 
Je parle de mort funeste. 
AL 


Insensés! Leur pensée ne perce pas les profondeurs, 
eux pour qui un non-être antérieur peut venir à l'existence, 


ou mourir, et périr en son être. 
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12 


Car du neant rien ne peut absolument venir a l'être, 
et l'être ne peut aucunement périr. 
Mais il sera toujours tel qu'en lui-même, partout où on le: 


situera. 


13 


Dans le Tout, ni vide d’une absence, ni exces de presence. 


14 


Le Tout est plénitude. D’où proviendrait une cause qui l’aug- 
mentät? y 


15 


Nul sage ne saurait admettre que la seule durée de la vie, 
— ce qui a pour nom la vie — 

marque la durée de l’être pour les hommes, soumis au bon- 
heur et au malheur; 

et qu’avant d'avoir été formés, puis une fois dissous, plus rien 
n’existe de cet étre. 


16 


Les deux forces qui régissent le monde ont hier existé, et, 
je Paffirme existeront demain, 
et jamais le temps infini ne leur faudra. 


17 


Mon discours dira le double aspect des choses: car tantôt VUn 
a grandi, seul, 


du Multiple, tantót au contraire le Multiple est né par division 


de (Un. 


Deux fois donc naissent toutes choses mortelles, et par deux 
fois elles disparaissent: 
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les éléments assemblés crèent et détruisent tour à tour la 
mort, 

et la vie, quand tout se désunit, tour à tour apparaît et périt. 

Et jamais le changement ne cesse son éternel devenir, 

soit que Amour amène tout à Punité, 

soit que la Haine disloque et dissocie ce que l'Amour a réuni. 

Ainsi dans la mesure où !’Un est toujours né du Multiple, 

et où, de Punité disloquée, le Multiple toujours s'est consti- 
tue, — 

les étres et les choses naissent et disparaissent, car leur temps 
n’est pas sans limite. 

Mais dans la mesure où jamais le changement n’arréte son 
éternel devenir, 

tout existe éternellement, régi par les cycles immuables du 
temps. 

Allons, ecoute-moi, puisque Vétude augmente la sagesse. 

Je te Pai dit déjà, te révélant l’essentiel de mon discours. 

Il sera double: tantòt, en effet, VUn a grandi, s’elancant seul 
du Multiple, pour atteindre son étre, 

tantôt au contraire, par division, le Multiple est né de PUn, 

| cherchant son être, 

sous la forme du feu, de l’eau, de la terre et de l'éther dans 
sa bienfaisante altitude. 

La Haine, en outre, force extérieure, destructrice, maintient 
en équilibre chaque élément séparé, égale en poids à 
chacun deux, 

et l'Amour, force intérieure, égale en longueur et largeur à 

leur être réuni... 

Contemple-le, ne reste pas assis, les yeux béants; 

car la force cachée dans les membres des hommes c’est, pense- 
t-on, l'Amour: 

par lui s’accomplissent les pensées des amants et l'oeuvre 
enlaçante du désir, 

et les hommes le nomment aussi Joie ou Aphrodite. 

Mais nul ne Pa contemplé encore, bien qu'il se meuve en 


cercle a travers le Tout. 
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Toi, écoute la marche sans mensonge de mes mots. 

Tous les éléments sont égaux et ont derriére eux la méme 
durée; 

chacun d’eux remplit son rôle propre, selon sa nature parti 
culiére. 

Tour à tour, ils commandent, tandis que les cycles du temps 
continuent, — 

se dissolvant les uns dans les autres et tour à tour renaissant 
de leur mort réciproque. 

En dehors d’eux, rien ne s’en va mourir, rien ne vient à la vie, 

et sils avaient péri sans perpétuer leur devenir, ils n’existe- 
raient plus aujourd hui. 

Quelle cause d’autre part augmenterait le Tout, et quelle se- 
rait la cause de la cause? 

Comment aussi le Tout pourrait-il périr puisque rien ne sau- 
rait étre vide? 

Les éléments sont éternellement; identiques & eux-mémes, 
bondissant les uns au travers des autres, 

ils ne font qu’échanger d’apparentes métamorphoses, éternelle- 
ment semblables en leur étre. 


18 
Amour! 

19 
Enlacant amour! 

20 


La lutte entre les deux forces apparaît dans l’ensemble du 
corps humain: | 


tantôt sous l’action de l'Amour, les parties s’assemblent en 
une masse unique, le corps, 

et c'est Pefflorescence radieuse de la vie; 

tantôt, déchirés par la funeste Discorde, les fragments dislo- 
qués errent aux rivages où la mort déferle. 
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Tel est aussi le sort des plantes, des poissons qui hantent 
l'onde, 


des bêtes des montagnes et des oiseaux, navires aériens. 


21 


Allons! Vois si dans les témoignages que je viens d'apporter, 

Jai commis quelque faute; 

parlant de la forme des éléments: le soleil brillant, dont la 
chaleur partout rayonne, 

les constellations immortelles baignées de clarté vaporeuse, 

et la pluie mère des ténèbres et du froid; 

la terre enfin d’où provient Vinébranlable densité. 

Cèdant à l’action de la Haine, toute forme se divise et se 
disloque, 

tandis que les éléments disjoints tendent, sous l'action de 
l'Amour, à se confondre, pris d'un mutuel désir. 

De là provient tout le passé, tout le présent, tout l’avenir. 

Ainsi croissent perpétuellement les arbres, les hommes et les 
femmes, 

le bêtes sauvages et les oiseaux, les poissons que l onde nourrit, 

et les dieux, dont la vie est longue, comblés d’offrandes. 

Car les éléments sont éternellement; identiques en leur étre, 

bondissant les uns au travers des autres, ils revétent de nou- 
velles apparences 

et leur métamorphose nait de leur unité disloquée. 


22 


Ils forment un tout lié en ses parties multiples: 

le feu brillant, la terre, et le ciel, et la mer, 

tout ce qui erre par le monde mortel. 

Et comme toutes choses bien enclines à se fondre ensemble, 

éprouvent une attirance réciproque, car Amour leur verse le 
désir de ressemblance, 

ainsi les substances ennemies se séparent, dissociées 

par leur nature, leur matière, leur apparence, 
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rebelles à une union qui les affligerait: 
car elles sont filles de la Haine, au pouvoir de tristesse. 


23 


Ainsi lorsque les peintres rehaussent de couleurs multiples: 
les tableaux sacrés, 

hommes au savoir profond, habiles en leur art, 

dont les mains choisissent les élixirs multicolores, 

pour un harmonieux mélange selon des proportions variables, , 

et en font surgir l’image et le reflet de toutes choses, 

créant des arbres, des hommes et des femmes, 

des bêtes fauves, des oiseaux, et des poissons nourris de Ponde, 

et des dieux aussi, dont la vie est longue, comblés d’offrandes. 

Toi donc, prends garde de tromper ton esprit; 

pour le monde mortel, pour les espèces infinies qui le peu- 
plent, il n’est pas d'autre origine. 

Sache-le sûrement, une déesse te l’a révélé. 


24 


De cime en cime, j'ai bondi. Mon discours ne doit pas 
suivre une route unique. 


25 


Deux et trois fois, il convient de redire mon beau secret. 


26 


À tour de rôle, les éléments commandent, tandis que les cycles 
du temps continuent, 

se dissolvant les uns dans les autres, et tour à tour renaissant 
de leur mort réciproque, selon l’ordre du destin. 

Eternel, leur être demeure, mais bondissant les uns à travers 
les autres 


ils prennent l'apparence des hommes et de toutes les autres 
espèces; 
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tantót, sous l’action de Y Amour, ils se fondent en une même 
entité, 

tantót, éparpillés par l'effet de la Haine ennemie, ils se voient 
divisés, 

jusqu’à ce que soit totalement détruite l'unité en laquelle ils 
s'étaient confondus. 

Ainsi dans la mesure où P’Un toujours naquit du Multiple, 

et où, de [Un disloqué, le Multiple germa toujours, 

les êtres et les choses viennent à l'existence et disparaissent, 

. car leur temps n’est pas sans limite; 

et, d'autre part, dans la mesure où jamais le changement n’ar- 
rête son perpétuel devenir, 

tout existe perpétuellement, régi par les cycles inmobiles du 
temps. 


27 


Alors se voilent de ténèbres, le clair visage du soleil, 

et le corps velu de la terre et la mer: 

si profondément dans l’épaisse enveloppe de l’Harmonie s’en- 
-  robait 

le Sphaïros, à l’orbe pur, joyeux de son immuable fixité. 


27a 


Car la Discorde, ni les luttes pernicieuses ne disloquaient ses 
membres. 


28 


Il s’etendait, partout identique en son être et partout sans 
limites, 
Sphairos à Vorbe pur, joyeux de son immuable fixité. 


29 


Deux rameaux ne s’elancent pas de son dos; 
il n’a pas de pieds, pas de genoux agiles, ni de sexe velu; 
il est Sphairos à Porbe pur, partout identique en son être. 
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30 


Mais quand la Haine puissante eut grandi dans ses mers 

et qu’elle sélanca, avide de gloire, les temps une fois accoma 
plis, — 

car l'Amour et la Haine se succèdent selon les cycles régis par 
Pample pacte. 


31 


Alors, @incoercibles tremblements gagnérent tous les mem» 
bres du dieu. 


32 


Deux éléments qui s’ajustent composent une unité. 


33 


Ainsi quand le suc du figuier enchaîne et coagule le lait blanc. 


34 


Ou la farine, que l’eau agglutine. 


39 


Me voici de nouveau prêt à m'élancer sur la route 

que mes chants déjà ont parcourue, prolongeant par des mots 
le chenal dejà creusé des mots. 

Quand la Haine eut atteint dans l’abîme le fond du tourbillon. 

et que Amour fut éclos au coeur de la sphère du monde, 

alors, tout se confondit, tendant à l'unité, 

non pas en bloc, mais selon des volontés distinctes et des 
directions multiples. 

Ainsi par agglutination, les myriades mortelles se formèrent 

cependant que plus d'une espèce échappait au mélange, 

alternance disjointe dans cet élan vers l'unité: 


la Haine encore les tenait séparés; car elle ne s était pas en 
core retirée 
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jusqu'aux lointaines limites de la sphère 

dont elle occupait toujours certaines zones, pourtant déjà 
sortie des éléments. 

Mais à mesure qu’elle reculait, — s’elancait 

Pimmortel Amour, toute douceur et pureté, 

et aussitôt devenaient mortelles les choses auparavant immor- 
telles, 

et se mélangeait ce qui auparavant n’était pas meld; tout 
changeait de route. 


Et tandis que se faisait le mélange, naquirent les myriades 
mortelles 


aux formes toujours plus variées, merveilleuse vision! 


36 


Tout se réunissait, reléguant la Haine aux extrêmes limites. 


37 


Le feu nourrit le feu, 
la terre saugmente de son propre corps, l’éther s'ajoute à 
Péther. 


38 


Allons, je veux maintenant te révéler l’origine premiere du 
soleil, 

la cause qui créa le monde sensible d’aujourd’hui, 

la terre, et la mer innombrable, lair humide, 

et l’ether-Titen qui étreint tout. 


39 


Se pourrait-il qu'il n’y ait pas de fin à la profondeur de la 
terre, 

que l’ether ne s'arrête jamais de fournir sa substance, 

comme tant de mortels Paffirment en un flot de vaines paroles, 


sans rien voir du grand Tout?... 
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40 


Helios aux fleches acérées et, dans sa douceur sereine, la lunez 


41 


Mais, lui, roule par le vaste ciel, Pencerclant dans sa course. 


42 


Et la lune lui réfléchit ses rayons vers la terre 
tout en bas, et la recouvre d’autant d’ombre 
qu’en peut porter son clair visage. 


43 


A peine l’eclat d’Helios a-t-il frappé le large disque de la lune. 


44 


Helios, frappant ’Olympe, l’illumine, de son regard intrépide. 


45 


Tout autour de la terre, roule la lune avec sa lumiére em- 
pruntée. 


46 


Ainsi la roue du char, en tournant, marque la terre. 


47 


La lune contemple en face le disque sacré du soleil, son sw 
zerain. 


48 


La nuit naît de la terre qui oppose sa masse aux rayons 


d’Helios. 
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49 


La nuit déserte aux yeux de ténèbres. 


50 


Iris apporte de la mer le vent et les pluies abondantes. 


51 


Rapide jaillit le feu, que la hauteur de Pair vers soi attire. 


52 


De nombreux feux brülent sous la terre profonde. 


53 


L’ether en son élan revêtait diverses formes; 


54 


et sous la terre, ses longues racines s'enfoncaient. 


55 


La terre qui secrète la mer. 
56 ; 
Le sel s’etait cristallisé, pénétré des fléches d’Helios. 


57 


Alors commencérent de germer bien des tétes sans cou, 
et des bras séparés de leur corps se mirent à errer, sans épaules, 
et des yeux privés de front, planétes du monde de la Haine. 


58 


Privés de corps, les membres erraient çà et la. 
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59 


Mais des qu'une divinité se fut unie à l’autre plus étroitement,, 
on vit les membres s’ajuster, au hasard des rencontres, 
et d’autres en grand nombre sans cesse continuèrent la chaîne.. 


60 


Il naquit ainsi des êtres aux pieds tournant pendant la marche,, 


aux mains innombrables, aux membres emmeles. 


61 


D’autres naissaient avec deux visages, deux poitrines, 
boeufs à face humaine, ou, au contraire, 
hommes à crâne de boeuf, et encore les androgynes, 
créatures hybrides aux membres délicats. 


62 


Maintenant, comment la race des hommes et des femmes vouée 
aux larmes 


germa dans la nuit sous l’action du feu jaillissant, 

apprends-le de ma bouche, car ma parole est certitude, mon 
discours, expérience! 

D’abord des formes brutes, indistinctes, naquirent du sein de 
la terre, 

participant à la fois de l'humidité et de la flamme. 

Le feu avide de s’elancer vers son semblable les faisait croître, 


mais nulle harmonie heureuse n'apparaissait en leurs membres, 
formes sans voix, asexuées... 


63 


Un violent arrachement créa les membres, nés de l’homme 
ou de la femme. 


64 


Les regards, réveillant leur mémoire, firent naître le désir qui 
les fondit en la même unité. 
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65 
La semence du mäle se repand dans le havre chaque mois pu- 
rifie, 
et la femelle naît du froid rencontré. 
66 , 
Dans les havres fendus d’Aphrodite. 


67 


Au plus chaud du ventre se forment les mâles: 


ne sont-ils pas plus bruns, plus forts et plus velus que les 
femelles? 


68 


Des le dixième jour du huitième mois se forme le pus blanc 
du colostre. 


69 
Les êtres qui naissent à deux époques: au septième et au 
dixième mois. 
70 


Le foetus blotti dans sa membrane. 


71 


Si ta foi hésite encore à comprendre comment 

le mélange de l’eau, de la terre, du feu d’Helios et de léther, 
a pu créer les formes et les corps mortels 

qui naissent aujourd’hui si nombreux des couples d' Aphrodite; 


72 


et comment furent créés les grands arbres, les poissons de 


Pabime marin; 
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73 


comment Cypris, autrefois, apres avoir mouille la terre de: 
longues pluies, 
donna au feu rapide le soin de durcir les corps qu’elle mo-. 


delait.... 
74 


Aphrodite qui mene les bandes aveugles des poissons féconds. 


75 


Bétes & la masse compacte quand elles rentrent dans leur 
coquille 

et toutes molles quand elles en sont sorties, 

que modelérent les mains de Cypris. 


76 


Ainsi les lourdes conques marines, 
les buccins, les tortues à la carapace de pierre, 
dont le dos laisse voir une couche de terre. 


77-78 


Les arbres sans cesse épanouissaient leurs feuilles et leurs 
fleurs, 
garnis de fruits toute l’année. 


79 


Ainsi les arbres élancés pondent leurs fruits: les olives d’abord: 


80 


et les grenades tardives, puis les pommes gorgées de suc. 


81 


4 da E 
Pourrissant sous l’écorce, l’eau, dans le bois, se transforme 
en vin. 
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82 


Les cheveux, les feuilles, les plumes serrées des oiseaux, 
les écailles sont une seule et méme substance qui pousse sur 
les membres résistants; 


83 


et, sur le dos hérissé des oursins, les soies acérées. 


84 


Comme un qui méditant de cheminer dans la nuit d’hiver a 
préparé sa lampe, 

— flamme du feu brillant allumée dans sa lanterne, 

efficace contre l'assaut des vents, — 

et la lumiére bondissant au dehors, aussi loin qu’elle le peut, 

éclaire Pombre de ses rayons inflexibles, 

ainsi, prisonnier des tuniques de l'oeil, le feu premier 

traverse la ronde pupille aux parois ténues 

qui retiennent captive l’eau dont Poeil est baigné, 

et le feu, bondissant au travers, aussi loin que porte au dehors 


son éclat. 
85 
Cette flamme joyeuse ne reçut qu'une part dérisoire de terre. 
86 
La divine Aphrodite en faconna les yeux au droit regard. 


87 
Elle les lia par de fines attaches. 


88 


Pour deux yeux, une seule vue. 
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89 


Sache que tout ce qui existe a son émanation. 


90 
Ainsi le doux quête le doux, Pamer bondit vers lamer, 
l'acide va vers l'acide, et le chaud est porté vers le chaud. 
91 


L’eau s’unit mieux au vin qu’à l'huile, 
qui lui répugne. 


92-93 


La teinture de cochenille pénètre le lin blond. 


94 
Le noir qui s'étend dans Pombreuse profondeur du fleuve, 
apparaît aussi dans les antres de la terre poreuse. 


95 


Aux premiers jours, ils naquirent des mains de Cypris. 


96 


La terre bien-aimée reçut dans ses vastes creusets 

deux huitièmes de la fluide et brillante Nestis, 

et quatre d’Hephaistos: blancs, les os se formèrent alors, 
soudés par l’Harmonie, merveilleusement. 


97-98 


Mais quand la terre rencontra vraiment en quantité égale 
Hephaistos et la pluie et Péther embrasé de lumière, 

elle jeta l’ancre dans les havres parfaits de Cypris, 

en masses variables, et ainsi 


se fit le sang et la chair des différentes espèces. 


99 


‚L’oreille, noeud de chair, où vibre une cloche. 
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100 


Voici comment tout inspire et expire: chez tous les êtres 

de fins canaux se ramifient dans les chairs jusqu’à la surface 
du corps ; 

qu’ils percent de nombreux conduits, de part en part, 

aboutissant a la pointe extreme des narines pour retenir le 
sang, 

liqueur des meurtres, et, par de multiples embouchures, frayer 
à Pair une route facile. 

Aussi quand le sang souple a reflué, 

Pair bouillonnant se précipite-t-il en vagues furieuses, 


et, quand le sang afflue en bondissant, Pair est-il expiré, — 


comme lorsque une enfant 
joue avec une clepsydre faite de cuivre étincelant: 


de sa main gracieuse, elle bouche l’orifice du tube 
| 8 > 


et l’immerge dans le corps argenté de l’eau flexible; 

celle-ci ne monte pas alors dans le vaisseau que lui interdit 

la masse d’air bien dense à l’intérieur des nombreuses tu- 
bulures, 

jusqu’à ce que le grand tube soit débouché. Alors, — 

l'air a peine échappé, — peut monter l’eau précieuse. 

De même, quand l’eau emplit le cuivre profond 

et qu'une main mortelle en obstrue Vorifice, tout passage 
interdit, 

Pair extérieur s'élancant plein de désir vers le dedans, 

refoule l’eau jusqu’à la stridente embouchure, dont il bloque 
le sommet, | 

jusqu’à ce que la main se soit retirée: alors, de nouveau, 

par l’action de Pair qui afflue en sens contraire, l’eau pré- 
cieuse s'écoule. 

Ainsi le sang flexible qui parcourt les membres de son flot 
violent: 

quand il reflue et s’elance dans les profondeurs des chairs, 

Pair aussitôt afflue, par vagues impatientes; 

mais quand le sang bondit en avant, de nouveau en quantité 


égale, Pair est chassé par lui. 
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101 


Quétant les gites des bétes fauves, dont ils flairent la piste 
sur Pherbe. 


102 


Ainsi tout ce qui vit a recu en partage le souffle et l’odorat. 


103 


Tout soit doué de pensée, — ce fut la volonté du destin. 


104 


Dans la mesure où les masses les plus légères peuvent tomber... 


105 


Nourrie des hautes vagues du sang strident, 

l'intelligence apporte aux hommes la pensée dans les spirales 
de son flux. 

Le sang qui baigne le coeur est pensee. 


106 


L’expérience qui s’offre aux hommes augmente leur sagesse. 


107 


Tout ce qui vit a construit ainsi son harmonie; 
ainsi tout pense, jouit ou souffre. 


108 


Pour tout ce qui a changé de forme et s’est différencié, 
la pensée elle aussi s'est faite différente. 


109 


Par la terre, par eau, par Pair en nous, 
nous connaissons la terre, l’eau, et l’éther divin, 
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et par le feu, le feu dévorant, et l'amour par l'amour, la haine 
par la haine maudite. 


110 : 


Si dans la trame serrée de ta pensée tu comprends clairement 
mes lecons, 

si, d’un esprit pur, tu te laisses initier, 

alors mes secrets seront tiens pour toujours, 

et bien d’autres par eux te viendront: car ils augmentent en 
l’homme 

la passion du savoir, chacun selon sa nature. 

Mais si tu veux des connaissances différentes, comme celles qui, 

par myriades, accablent les hommes, émoussant leur attention 
soucieuse, 

celles-la, tandis que se déroulent les cycles du temps, te quit- 
teront, 

car elles désirent rejoindre leur propre espéce. 

Tout, sache-le, possède l’intelligence et sa part de pensée. 


111 


Tous les remèdes qui soulagent maladie et vieillesse, 

apprends-les; à toi seul, je les veux dévoiler. 

Tu dompteras les vents puissants, infatigables, qui, levés en 
trombe, 

au-dessus de la terre, devastent les labours; 

et de nouveau, selon ton vouloir, tu raméneras les brises bien- 
faisantes. 

Tu donneras aux hommes aprés la sombre pluie, la sécheresse 
propice, 

après [été aride, les eaux fecondes, nourricieres de Varbre et 
des moissons futures. 

Tu ramèneras l'âme d’un mort de la maison des Ténèbres. 


(Traduit du grec par Yves Battistini). 
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Il y a en train en ce moment une guerre subhumaine. 
Peu probable que vous vous en aperceviez, et pourtant... 


Leur plateau immense, et leurs forteresses mémes, si bien 
retranchées autrefois, nids d’aigle entre fosses profondes, au- 
cun abime à présent ne les préserve plus. Nous arrivons par 
les ponts secrets... 

Nous trompons leur sommeil avec des boues de haute 
qualité et nous enlisons leurs armes dans des rêves pâteux. 
Sans nous déranger, nous leur trouvons des ennemis intimes. 
Sans qu’ils nous voient, nous maculons leurs robes blanches. 


Nous les faisons tourner dans le labyrinthe, et dans leur 
propre filet semmailler et s’immobiliser. 


Un nuage noir tourne dans leur cour. 
Le ciel est trop haut pour leurs mouettes. 
Leurs chiens se tordeni comme des serpents. 


Leurs chevaux, Pencolure molle, traînent en tournant la 


tête. Il leur faudra ramper bientôt. Il le faudra. La déchéan- 
ce avance, l'être diminue. 
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Autre danger. Nouvelle révolte. Ils doivent se défier de 
leur propre respiration. Elle vient de conquérir son indépen- 
dance ou presque... Mais ce « presque » est suffisant pour dé- 
sarçonner le respirant qui n’est plus maître chez lui, s’affole, 
essaie de la suivre, ne le peut, trouve des mouvements, des 
soulèvements étrangers à ses besoins en air, étrangers, hosti- 
les, respiration qui tantôt s’emballe comme pour accompa- 
gner leffort dune course quoiqu'il soit au repos, tantôt se 
calmant jusqu’à pratiquement disparaître quoiqu'il gravisse 
une côte et que la montée le rende particulièrement mais 
inutilement avide d'un air que sa poitrine immobile laisse 
dehors... 


_ A celui-là au loin répéré très exactement, à celui-là nous 
maquillons sa semaine, une pour commencer. 
Sa semaine sera grêle, faible, dévastée d'accidents, cre- 
vée de fondrières. Comme un filet mal conçu, tout s'écoulera 
entre ses mailles, il n’en subsistera autant dire rien. 


Nous agissons sur leurs enfants avant qu’ils ne naissent, 
quand, foetus, ils gisent encore sans bouger dans le ventre de 
leur mère alourdie. Mais nous, nous bougeons. De loin, nous 
les dirigeons au clavier. 

Ceux-là — mais vous, j'oublie, vous ne pouvez les voir 
à cette distance et sous l'enveloppe des chairs — ceux-là nai- 
tront sous le signe du tétard. Les organes de l'assimilation 
basse seront bien développés et ils penseront en volumes. 
Tournés vers les eaux et le limon, détournés des hommes qui 
ne leur donneront que malaises, ils s’uniront en pensee aux 
femelles des animaux, dans les pres et les etables odorantes, 
et par là seront malheureux avec femme et avec société hu- 


maine quelle quelle soit. 


Et ce n’est qu'une des « mélodies » de notre clavier, le- 
quel permet des milliers et des milliers d'autres combinai- 
sons, et parmi elles combien de néfastes, combien de bien- 
tót mortelles, combien d’idiotisantes à la longue. 
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Ridicules adversaires qui comptent sur leur nombre, et 
sur le nombre grandissant de leurs enfants. Mais quels en- 
fants! D'un rire déjà sénile, d’un rire que sa mère écoute ten- 
due, inquiète, mais qu’elle devrait n’écouter qu'avec horreur, 
rit un enfant plus qu'à demi vieillard, vieillard qui déraille, 
qui va dérailler de plus en plus. 


Nous veillons à l’extermination des bourgeons... 


. Un garçon rit, l’autre dépérit. En vain il prend, et on 
lui fait prendre à toute heure du jour des aliments qui ne le 
nourrissent pas plus que ne le pourrait un tas de pierres. En 
vain des cruches de lait sont posées à côté de lui qui ne fait 
que maigrir. On va au médecin. Mais à peine l’a-t-il vu, qu’il 
hoche la tête découragé et presque fáché. «Va — dit-il à la 
mère — je ne peux rien pour lui et tout le lait dont tu rem- 
plis des bols ne sert à rien. Un million de vaches ne nourri- 
rait pas ton enfant. C’est cette maladie nouvelle, qui tend un 
tamis serré entre le corps et l'aliment» et ils partent de- 
sespérés. 


Les groupes des plus actifs de nos ennemis veulent nous 
déclarer la guerre. Ils n’y arrivent jamais. Ils se réunissent 
pourtant et muintes fois, mais dès que nous l’apprenons, nous 
agissons sur notre clavier. 

L’assemblee, la mine défaite, bientôt doit se disperser 
n'y comprenant rien, avec des gestes désolés, en proie à une 
insupportable chaleur. 


(Si elle ne se disperse pas vite, un nuage de poivre va 
atterrir sur leurs yeux). 


Il faut qu’ils se contentent de faire à Vimproviste des 
proclamations injurieuses et d’inimitie à notre égard. 

Et pourtant, ils ont une population deux cents fois supé- 
rieure à la nôtre et habituée aux armes. Mais nous n’en som- 
mes pas autrement émus. Qu'est ce que leur civilisation? 
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Comme la vôtre, tout juste au stade de la brosse. 

Toutefois s’ils ne réussissent pas, ce n’est pas faute d’agi- 
tation et de se donner du mouvement. Ils ont comme pour 
Simpressionner eux-mêmes un aspect athlétique. Mais ce sont 
des bulles, des bulles qui se croient des hommes. 

Qu'ils en profitent donc! Ils n’en ont plus pour long- 
temps, l’esprit retiré du front, l'esprit retiré des centres, 
l'esprit retiré des yeux, mélancholiques, atteints de la rouille 
du regard, sous le signe de l'horloge à rebours. 

Comme dit le proverbe... « Le sacrement passe par-dessus 
la tête du lépreux >. 


Du ciel nous leur parachutons des ombres. 

Ces hommes avaient des forces en trop. Il leur faut lut- 
ter maintenant. Oublieux de leurs véritables adversaires, ils 
ont affaire aux ombres avec lesquelles ne pouvant avoir le 
dessus, ils se distraient et s’épuisent heureusement. 

Ainsi, on a la paix. | 


Nous faussons les réflexes des chiens et des chevaux, qui 
osent enfin leur désobéir et s'écartent deux. C’est présente- 
ment chez eux la grande révolte des animaux domestiques. 

On voit des rassemblements comme ceux qui précèdent 
les grandes migrations, départ qui toutefois ne vient pas, mais 
l'inquiétude vient, mais la panique vient, les animaux de 
trait et de bat séchappent, qui sans doute ne se retrouveront 
jamais, ou devenus rétifs sans recours, enfin les oiseaux de 
basse-cour s’envolent. Le délire est général. Des filles, parfois, 
sont couvertes par des ânes et des dogues. 

Ainsi se dévide le fil de la bobine mise à rouler. 


Pour les nôtres au contraire, nous utilisons le stabilisa- 
teur des inquiétudes. Il y a un jour avec, suivi de plusieurs 
jours sans. Car il faut interrompre Vheureux effet du stabili- 
sateur sans quoi ils se laisseraient aller, ne comptant plus 
que sur le stabilisateur. Tout leur serait égal... 
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Mais nous veillons. Ce ne sont pas nos ennemis seuls qui 
sont objet de notre vigilance. Qu’est ce qui n’est pas notre 
objet? 


Nous intervenons, nous intervenons, et nullement pour 
tout arranger et tous les nötres apaiser. 

Le Karma loin de systematiquement nous y soustraire, 
nous Vexaspérons parfois. Plus intense, pour le faire durer 
moins, et déplacé, reporté sur une situation différente, pour 
le rendre plus tangible. | 

Il manquait de rendement utile souvent. Nous le manions. 

Ceux-ci, tenez, les voisins, peut-être les avez-vous rencon- 
trés déjà, voyez-les punis d’avoir mal aimé, attirés passion» 
nément, irrésistiblement l’un par l’autre, mais dès qu’ils en 
viennent à se toucher, une sorte d'allergie, se révélant trat»: 
treusement en eux les saisit, les secoue, les affole, les brise 
et les rejette loin l’un de l’autre. 

N'y comprenant rien, espérant encore, ils reviennent, 
pour se retrouver, dès l’instant qu’ils sont ensemble, trem- 
blants, misérables, éperdus, pantins agités à la ficelle par une: 
main d’enrage. 

Il faut qu’ils se séparent, cette fois encore, peut-être à 
jamais, quoique saimant, s’idolatrant, mais incapables sans 
souffrance de se rapprocher, PUNIS d’avoir mal aimé. 

Tel autre, le coeur touché d'amour, au moment que, 
joyeux il applique le précepte: « Celle dont l'approche est un 
bain, celle dont le bras est un pansement, celle-là, il la pren- 
dra », au moment qu’il reconnaît à coup sûr comme la fem- 
me à lui destinée, « celle qui devient limpide sous les regards, 
celle qui devient torrentueuse sous les doigts », à ce moment, 
comme un violent coup de masse le frappe à la poitrine, et 
s’il insiste, c’est sur elle qu’il reporte, sans pour autant s’en 
débarasser, le mal insoutenable qui le tient. Angoissée, ou- 
bliant tout amour, déchirée, la fiancée ne veut plus que fuir, 
échapper à ces bras si terriblement, si incompréhensiblement 
meurtriers. 
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Agir plutöt que subir... Nous ne laissons pas tranquille 
le Passé, le dangereux Passé, qui se prépare insidieusement 
pu locomotivement à faire de Pavenir. Nous le torturons et 
nous nous torturons nous-mêmes pour le modifier, de façon 
que tout aille sinon bien, du moins cureté du mal qui avan- 
fait sur nous. 

Non, nous ne nous laisserons pas palissader sans rien 
faire. Nous avons une machine à faire des remous dans le 
Passé. Pas n’importe lesquels, n’importe quand. Ce pourrait 
être terrible. Nous ne prendrions pas ce risque. 

Du haut de notre Mirador, nous observons l'effet, le pre- 
mier effet, anxieux, décidés. Méme bon, on ne laisse pas aller, 
on le «tient » en observation. On est toute tension. C'est une 
incomparable émotion de l’ordre que nous apprécions le plus, 
celle des « conduites ». 


Nous allons entreprendre de nouveaux visages. Nous les 
repensons, mais avec force, avec une force, qui les « refor- 
me » selon l’appel véritable de leur être. 

Le visage qu’ils avaient, presque toujours impropre, les 
eût poussés tantôt à gauche, tantôt à droite, gênant, insistant 
à faux, les appuyant sur de fausses pistes, loin de la voie 
royale. Ce n’est pas spécialement de beaux traits que nous 
donnons, quoiqwils produisent souvent une impression de 
plénitude, rare ailleurs (où, le visage et l’homme dest un 
peu comme s'ils allaient s’entredevorant). Des traits nouveaux 
Pont mis sur le véritable chemin de lui-méme. Mieux, ils sont 


comme des « renforcateurs ». 


a 

Chez nous les oiseaux, toutes fenetres ouvertes, sont in- 
vites aux concerts. Une musique percee d’appels, les immo- 
bilise, stupefaits, concernes. Apres une pause, pleine de trou- 
ble pour eux, d’émotion pour nous, ils se raniment et repar- 
tent en chantant, reviennent, s’apaisent, s’agitent à nouveau. 
Distraits, ils ont à se nourrir très, très, très souvent, presque 
chaque deux ou trois minutes et à apporter aux oisillons leur 
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nourriture invraisemblablement enorme. Nous comprenons. 
Cependant nous avons fort amélioré nos concerts dans le sens: 
«oiseau » (on le remarque à bien de signes) tout en restant 
un vrai concert mixte pour «oiseaux et hommes ». 

Même s'agissant de carpes, nous ne nous laissons pas dé». 
courager. Sans doute elles savent tout ce qui les sépare de: 
nous, et là-dessus ne s’en laisseraient pas conter, néanmoins. 
elles écoutent avec satisfaction, par nos soins, l'histoire: 
surnaturelle des poissons. 


Il y a maintenant des hommes à éclipse. Nous y sommes: 
arrivés. Il était temps: Des foules sans cesse grandissantes, 
ces ville pleines et où des amours aveugles en « rajoutent >». 
encore. 

Il. était grandement temps... 


Prendre aujourd’hui les gouttes de miel de demain. 
C'était un secret bien gardé. Comme nous l'avons cherché! 
Bien nous avons mérité de le trouver. Qui plus que nous? 

La suite ombre-lumière aussi nous y avons songé. Cette 
succession ne nous plaisait plus tellement. Elle avait perdu 
de son ineffable d'autrefois. Elle était bien usée. Elle avait 
conduit à des habitudes, à ces restrictions que sont les habi- 
tudes. 

La succession passage-obstacle (tout comme bien-mal) 
nous l’avons bien changée, et surtout la relation cause-effet. 
Elle était lassante, ne trouvez-vous pas? Toujours au rendez- 
vous, à un rendez-vous que nous ne lui avions nullement don- 
né. Elle faisait comme si elle dépendait de chefs. Toujours 
la vieille rengaine. Et nous nous soumettions! Nous nous sou- 
mettions à des esclaves. 


Fini. Arrière, faits obséquieux... Mais il vous reste beau- 
coup à voir... 
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LE COMPAGNON DE ROUTE 


Je cherchai, cette fois, à l’aborder. Je veux dire que j’es- 
sayai de lui faire entendre que, si j'étais là, je ne pouvais 
cependant aller plus loin — et qu'à mon tour j'avais épuisé 
mes ressources. La vérité, c'est que, depuis longtemps, j'avais 
l'impression d’être à bout. « Mais vous ne l’êtes pas », remar- 
quait-il. En cela, je devais lui donner raison. Pour ma part, 
je ne l’étais pas, Mais la pensée que, peut-être, je n'avais pas 
en vue «ma part », rendait la consolation amère. Je cherchai 
à tourner la chose autrement. « Je voudrais l'être ». Maniere 
de dire qu'il évita de prendre au sérieux; du moins, il la prit 
sans le sérieux que je désirais y mettre. Cela lui semblait pro- 
bablement valoir mieux qu'un souhait. Je restai à réfléchir 
sur ce que «je voulais ». Je l’avais remarqué, il s'intéressait 
aux faits, il devenait plus exigeant et peut-étre plus sincére, 
quand il était possible de lui parler le langage de tout le 
monde, et ce langage avait bien l’air d'être celui des faits. 
L'obstacle, c'est que justement — alors — les événements pa- 
raissaient avoir reculé prodigieusement. Il me vint en ‘aide à 
sa maniere. «Il me semble, dis-je, qu’en un sens j’ai tout, 
sauf... » — « Sauf? » Il me donnait l'impression d’être mainte- 
nant plus attentif, bien que cette attention ne fût pas dirigée 
sur moi, elle était plutôt une direction silencieuse, un espoir 
pour lui-même, une sorte de lever du jour — qui, finalement, 
ne révéla rien de plus que le mot «sauf ». Un peu plus, ce- 
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pendant, car je fus entraine a ajouter: « Sauf que je voudrais: 
en étre débarrassé ». 

Je crois que j'attendais de lui, malgré tout, une invitas- 
tion à aller de l’avant et peut-être un risque, un obstacle. Je: 
ne luttais pas, mais je ne cédais pas non plus, céder auraiti 
demandé plus de forces que je n’en avais. Je ne puis nier: 
que la nécessité de lui parler et de parler le plus souvent le: 
premier, comme si l'initiative eût été de mon coté et du sien,, 
la discrétion, le souci de me laisser libre — mais cela même: 
n'était peut-être de sa part qu’impuissance et, par conséquent, , 
impuissance aussi de ma part —, cette nécessité me paraissait ! 
si épuisante, si harassante que, souvent, il ne me restait pas; 
méme assez de forces vraies pour user de cette nécessité. Je: 
n’avais pas le sentiment que parler fût pour lui le moins du 
monde nécessaire, ni agréable, ni, non plus, désagréable. Il 
faisait toujours preuve d’une extrême loyauté, il me ramenait. 
avec la fermeté la plus grande d’un mot moins vrai à un mot 
plus vrai. Parfois, je me demandais s’il ne cherchait pas à 
me retenir à tout prix. J’en venais à croire qu'il m'avait tou- 
jours barré la route, bien que, s’il manifestait une intention, 
ce fût plutôt celle de m'aider à en finir. D’après lui — mais 
je dois ajouter que jamais il ne me l’avait affirmé avec autant 
de précision que je le fais —, de son aide, je m’approchais 
le plus quand je me décidais à écrire. Il avait pris un bie 
zarre ascendant sur moi pour toutes ces choses, si bien que 
je m'étais laissé persuader qu’écrire était le meilleur moyen 
de rendre nos relations supportables. Je reconnais que pen- 
dant quelque temps ce moyen fut assez bon. Mais un jour je 
m’apercus que ce que j'écrivais le concernait toujours davan- 
tage et, quoique d’une maniere indirecte, semblait n’avoir 
d’autre but que de le refléter. Cette découverte me frappa à 
l'extrême. J’y voyais ce qui pouvait me paralyser le plus, non 
parce que j’essaierais dorénavant d’échapper ä ce reflet, mais 
parce que j'allais peut-être au contraire faire de plus grands 
efforts pour le rendre manifeste. C’est alors que je me rac- 
crochai 4 moi-méme. Je savais, mais je ne le savais pas pré- 
cisément, j'espérais que la nécessité de dire « Je» me permet- 


40 


in 


LE COMPAGNON DE ROUTE 


rait de mieux maitriser mes rapports avec ce reflet. Je pense 
que l’honnéteté personnelle, la vérité personnelle me paraissait 
avoir quelque chose de spécifique, capable de me donner mo- 
mentanément la sécurité d’un point de vue. Cependant, les 
conséquences pour ma vie furent désastreuses. Non seulement 
je dus renoncer à ce qu’on appelle une vie normale, mais je 
perdis le contrôle de mes préférences. Je pris, aussi, peur des 
mots et j'en écrivis de moins en moins, bien que la pression 
exercée au dedans de moi pour m'en faire écrire devint rapide- 
ment vertigineuse. Je parle de peur, mais c'était un sentiment 
tout différent, une sorte d’usure de l'avenir, l'impression que 
jen avais déjà dit plus qu'il ne m'était possible, que je m'étais 
devancé de telle sorte que la possibilité la plus future était 
la, un avenir que je ne pouvais plus dépasser. En même temps, 
je me contraignais à une fiction de vie légale. Je ne sais si un 
tel souci n'était pas une erreur. Mon intention était de ne 
rien faire qui püt surprendre et intéresser le monde dans la 
mesure où celui-ci était au courant de ma conduite et de ma 
manière d’être. Cela m'obligeait à toutes sortes de faux- 
fuyants et même à un mensonge général où, je le crains, beau- 
coup de mes forces se dépensaient et qui, en contre-partie, 
m’invitait à me raidir à l'excès contre les activités les plus 
innocentes, À ces difficultés sur lesquelles je passe rapidement 
s'en ajoutait une autre: c'est qu’elles ne m’aidaient nullement 
à régler mes rapports avec lui, rapports en vue desquels ce- 
pendant — et en pensant, peut-être à sa suggestion, qu’écrire 
était le lieu où je pouvais être le moins gêné de sa présence — 
je m'étais peu à peu placé dans une situation presque inte- 
nable. 

Il était possible au fond qu'il m'eút, pendant quelque 
temps, donné une aide sérieuse. Il m'avait mis à la tâche en 
faisant le vide autour de cette tâche et probablement en me 
laissant croire que la tâche saurait limiter et circonscrire le 
vide. Il en fut bien ainsi, en effet, du moins en apparence et, 
quoique, pendant le même temps, j'aie eu à traverser des 
événements si terribles que mieux vaut dire qu'ils m'ont tra- 
versé et qu'ils me traversent encore et sans cesse, je bénéficiai 
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d’une illusion étrange qui me permit de ne pas voir que je 
ne devais déja plus parler de täche, mais de vie. Cette illu-. 
sion représentait un détournement, mais aussi un pouvoir que 
je m'étais acquis. L’insouciance est le seul don par lequel j'aie: 
été capable de l’entraîner avec moi au grand jour. Succès: 
d’un instant, mais nullement diminué par là, puisque le suc- 
ces consistait précisément à réunir vie et instant. L’instanti 
passé, l’insouciance s’eflaca, mais le visage qu’elle avait éclairé: 
ne s’effaca pas, ou sa façon de s’obscurcir fut que l’obscurité: 
aussi devint son visage. Là encore, il se peut qu'il m’ait aidé: 
en me détournant de la responsabilité du monde, en m’en-: 
veloppant d’un silence ambigu qui tenait autant à mon refus: 
de converser avec lui qu’à ce fait qu’en vérité je ne cessais,, 
sans m’en rendre compte, de lui adresser la parole à travers: 
ce refus même. Aide qui, si elle a eu lieu, aura consisté è 
détourner mon attention d’un événement, d’une image, avec 
lesquels je n'aurais jamais pu me conduire d'une manière: 
naturelle et vraie, réservée et discrète, sans un état de demi 
attention et presque d’indifference. Mais si écrire a fait de 
moi une ombre pour me rendre digne de l'obscurité, je dois 
bien aussi penser que cette manoeuvre réussit plus qu'il n’au- 
rait fallu, car la réserve et la discrétion furent, dans cette 
perspective, poussées par moi si loin que non seulement je ne 
fis rien pour troubler ces moments, mais qu’ils ne me trou- 
blèrent pas non plus, de sorte que le souvenir que j'en garde 
me fait tragiquement errer dans le vide. Tout cela, tous ces 
événements, si difficiles à ressaisir et qui s’estompent à tra- 
vers leur propre présence, toutes ces difficultés, ces exigences, 
ces efforts et à présent cette immobilité à laquelle mon désir 
me soustrait toujours plus malaisement, cette situation, si in- 
solite, mais qui m'est devenue si familière que je ne puis 
presque plus me refuser à la comprendre, tout cela était-il 
destiné à aboutir à cette phrase: « Je cherchai, cette fois, à 
Paborder »? « Cette fois », je voyais bien comme un tel mot 
apparaissait injustifié. Il surgissait là parce que je desirais 
être à bout. Mais, pour ma part, je ne Vétais pas, et pour 
une telle part cette fois n’était pas cette fois, mais une autre 
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fois, une fois qui était toujours autre. Je ne puis cacher que 
le désir de Paborder ne pouvait que très difficilement se con- 
cilier avec l’idée que cela pourrait jamais avoir lieu « cette 
fois ». Il ne faisait rien pour écarter un tel événement. Il 
se peut même qu'il l’attendit avec une sorte d’espoir. Mais 
je sentais qu’a moi seul était confiée toute l’entreprise et, je 
dois le dire, je n’y arrivais pas, je n’y arrivais pas. « Vous 
vous en tirez plutôt bien, remarquait-il. Vous êtes étonnant, 
vous savez ». Oui, je m’en tirais bien, mais cela même donnait 
an tour peu engageant à tout ce que je pouvais m'imaginer 
faire, je m'en tirais trop bien, alors que ce qui aurait pu 
m’arriver de mieux, c'est de ne pas m’en tirer du tout. | 

Il ne manquait pas de m’encourager, mais à sa manière, 
st cette manière était étrange, décourageante, car elle con- 
istait à m’assurer que j'avais tout le temps. Sans doute l’espè- 
se de décision, inaugurée par le recours désespéré et arbi- 
raire à «cette fois», laissait entendre que jusqu'ici je ne 
Pavais encore jamais approché dans un esprit de préoccupa- 
ion, d'intention, pour ne pas dire d'inquisition. Je gardais 
e souvenir de ne l’avoir pas fait, non par crainte, mais parce 
jue « je n'avais pas le temps » et simplement parce que je ne 
n’en souciais pas. Si maintenant j’avais tout le temps, c’est 
lonc que j’avais renoncé à tout autre intérêt que lui et même 
ı tout intérèt, car — et c'était là le côté dérisoire de la situa- 
ion — je ne pouvais m'intéresser à lui, je ne pouvais que 
ui accorder ce manque d'intérêt, cette tristesse de mon inat- 
ention qui rendait stérile toute présence. Il s’en accommodait, 
ertes, mais il paraissait en douter aussi, bien que dans l’ex- 
jression de son doute il n’allät jamais plus loin que cette 
ormule: « Oh, ce n'est pas une chose si nécessaire ». Et ce 
qu'il voulait dire par là avait ce sens assez édifiant: « Oh, 
e ne m'intéresse pas tellement à moi-même ». Il est vrai que 
le sa mystérieuse parole d'encouragement je pouvais tirer 
ine autre conséquence plus persuasive, c'est qu'en somme je 
avais pas à craindre les fausses démarches, les itinéraires de 
erreur; je n’avais pas un chemin, je les avais tous, et cela 
urait dû, en effet, m’encourager à me mettre en route avec 


43 


MAURICE BLANCHOT ~— ; | 


une confiance exceptionnelle. « Tous! mais à condition que: 
j’aie tout le temps, 4 charge d’avoir tout le temps ». Il n’enı 
disconvenait pas, car il etait bien entendu que le propre d'un: 
chemin, c'est de fournir un raccourci a travers «temps »i; 
c’est ce raccourci que je cherchais, avec cette idée deraisonna-- 
ble que j'y trouverais, non pas un cheminement encore tres; 
long, mais l'intervalle le plus court, Pessence de la brievete,, 
au point que, des les premiers pas, il me semblait, refusant! 
d’aller plus loin, que j'avais le droit de me dire: J'en reste: 
la, et á lui, c'est ce que je disais avec une fermeté accrue: 

« J'en reste là, je m'en tiens là », à quoi il lui arrivait preeci- 
sement de répondre avec une sorte d’elan et sans que je pusse 
le prendre en mauvaise part: « Mais vous avez tout le temps ». 


De lui, je ne pouvais rien prendre en mauvaise part. 
J'ignorais où et comment tout cela allait finir. Il était devenu 
mon compagnon de route, mais je ne pouvais affirmer que 
nous avions tout en commun, ou alors cette communauté au- 
rait signifié qu'il avait tout en commun avec moi et moi rien 
avec lui, si nous n'avions tendu clairement tous les deux à 
n'avoir rien ni l’un ni l’autre. Je ne pouvais lui attribuer de 
mauvaises intentions, car il était extraordinairement dépourvu 
d'intention. Qu'il m’eüt aidé, je l’ai supposé, mais je devrais 
dire d’une telle aide qu’elle me laissait surtout démuni, im- 
propre et indifférent à être aidé d'aucune manière, et seule 
une certaine obstination m’autorisait à penser que cette as- 
sistance pouvait être appelée aide et même la plus grande 
possible. Cela, il est vrai, je ne le reconnaissais pas toujours. 
J'avais constaté avec surprise, avec un léger sentiment d’étran- 
geté, mais à la longue avec gêne et sans surprise, qu’il était 
probablement assez dépourvu d’intentions pour détourner les 
miennes, pour les amener jusqu’au point où il leur fallait 
s'identifier avec ce détour. Je pouvais me rappeler, comme 
oe Bavigation enivrante, ce mouvement qui m’avait a plus 
d'une reprise poussé vers un but, vers une terre que je ne 
connaissais pas et que je ne cherchais pas à atteindre, et qu'il 
n'y eút en définitive ni terre, ni but, je ne m'en plaignais 


pas, car, entre-temps et par ce mouvement méme, j’avais per- 


44 


x we 


LE COMPAGNON DE ROUTE 


lu le souvenir de la terre, je l’avais perdu, mais j'avais aussi 
jagné la possibilité d'aller au hasard, bien que, justement, 
ivré à ce hasard, il me fallüt renoncer à l'espoir de m’arréter 
jamais. La consolation aurait pu être de me dire: Tu as re- 
ioncé à prévoir et non à l’imprevisible, Mais la consolation 
e retournait comme un dard: l’imprévisible n’était rien d'au- 
re que le renoncement même, comme si chaque événement, 
pour m’atteindre, dans cette région où nous naviguions en 
commun, cút exigé de moi l'engagement de me glisser hors 
le mon histoire. Cela, par malheur, s’appliquait à tout et aux 
'hoses les plus simples, celles dont à certains moments j'étais 
orét à me contenter. Je puis dire que j'avais le jour à ma 
lisposition, mais à condition que ce ne fût pas ce jour-ci — 
t, plus encore, que celui-ci füt en partie oublié, fût le soleil 
le l’oubli. 


En désespoir de cause, l’idée de lui consacrer directement 
es moyens qu'il avait mis lui-même à ma disposition ou qui 
n'avaient obligé à disposer de lui, à lui faire une place que 
e n’arrivais plus à mesurer: j'aurais aimé qu'il se prononçât 
ur un tel projet. Mais, à ma surprise, il sembla ignorer tout 
| fait ma question. Je dois remarquer que, s’il parlait rare- 
nent de lui-même, il donnait aussi peu que possible l’impres- 
ion de négliger son interlocuteur: il écoutait en silence, mais 
le telle manière que ses silences n'étaient pas inertes, sans 
loute légèrement étouffants, comme s'ils eussent consisté à 
épéter dans un monde plus éloigné, à répéter exactement 
yllabe par syllabe tout ce qu’on voulait lui faire entendre. 
Ju moins — et il arrivait en fait que son refus de répondre 
ven fût pas un, contribuât à poursuivre l'entretien, à l’obli- 
er à se prolonger au delà de toute mesure, à s’user à tel 
joint, par la répétition et l’obstination, qu'il ne pouvait plus 
pue continuer et continuer encore —, s’il ne répondait pas, 
| ne passait pas non plus à un autre sujet, car il lui fallait 
n quelque sorte se contenter des voies que je lui traçais, je 
eux dire qu'il jugeait sans doute avoir fait suffisamment son 
levoir en me donnant la réplique. Pour l'instant, il ne me la 
lonnait pas, et au contraire, comme pour me mettre en dé- 


45 


= 


MAURICE BLANCHOT 


faut, il demanda, après un silence qui augmentait l’ampleur 
de la question: « Dites-moi, n’est-ce pas bientôt l'hiver? » Dire: 
que je butai sur sa parole, ce serait peu dire. Il me semblait! 
passer par des mondes et des mondes. J’aurais pu m’y absor-- 
ber pendant des jours, et peut-être l’aurais-je fait si la pensée: 
qu'il ne fallait à aucun prix rompre le fil ne m'avait rendu 
à la nécessité de répondre, — malheureusement pour question-: 
ner à mon tour: « De quel hiver voulez-vous parler? » — « Eh: 
bien, du nôtre ». — «Du nôtre? » Je restai suspendu à cette: 
fascinante saison commune: « Voulez-vous dire que le temps: 
me manquera pour...? » Ce n'est pas que j'eusse peur de don»: 
ner un nom à ce que je voulais faire, mais je voyais déjà sa! 
réponse, celle qui revenait à la manière d'une joyeuse pro-: 
messe et qu'il fallait peu de chose pour s'attirer: « Ah, mais: 
vous avez tout le temps». Mais la réponse ne vint pas, et: 
celle qui vint fut à tous égards étonnante: «Je veux dire: 
N’attendez-vous pas du monde jusque-là? » Oui, étonnante, 
elle l'était, et je ne pouvais cette fois venir à bout de mon 
étonnement, sinon pour répéter: «Du monde? des gens? », 
ce qui l’amena à répéter, lui aussi: «Des gens! des gens!» 
d'une manière qui congédia l'entretien, qui m'obligea à con- 
sidérer qu'il ne renaîtrait qu’à partir d’une tout autre source 
qu'il me fallait maintenant chercher. J'avais certes à quoi 
penser. Mais j'avais plus encore de quoi me taire, et c'était 
la l'important: la possibilité de me tenir fermement à un seul 
endroit, sans bouger. 

J'aurais aimé croire qu'il pouvait lui aussi s’y tenir, car, 
bien qu'il parlat d'un endroit qui semblait le centre du calme 
et qu'il fût à certains moments terriblement reposant, il l'était, 
en effet, terriblement. Si je le laissais à lui-même, je ne 
Poubliais pas, mais rapidement la force de penser à lui me 
manquait, il ne me restait que la pensée, et penser était ce 
qui pouvait rendre nos rapports le plus stériles. « Puis-je y 
réfléchir? » — «Oui, bien sûr, mais pendant combien de 
temps? » — «Oh, rien qu’un instant!» Il ne s'y opposait 
certes pas, mais le fait qu'il ajoutait: « Que ferons-nous, pen- 
dant que vous réfléchissez? » montrait qu’il desirait se tenir 
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1 l'écart de la « réflexion » et qu'il ne voulait pas m'y laisser 
out entier. Je ne pouvais lui suggérer que réfléchir signifiait 
on éloignement, la faculté d'interrompre le mouvement par 
lequel ce que je disais m'échappait, se hátait vers un point 
stranger d’où je n'étais pas sûr de le faire revenir. Mais la 
vérité, c'est que son éloignement signifiait bien réflexion, et 
sspérer me rapprocher de lui à force de réflexion ne mettait 
pas l’espoir sur une très bonne voie. Cependant, je ne lachais 
pas tout à fait cette voie. Où elle me conduisait, je pouvais 
le dire: c'était la stagnation, la persévérance vide et même 
’hébétude, mais, à partir de là, je m’imaginais avoir acquis 
assez de lourdeur pour pouvoir de nouveau aller de l’avant, 
bien que la réflexion consistât surtout à répéter: Tu n’as 
pas encore assez réfléchi (tu dois devenir plus lourd). Lui- 
même était loin d’être privé de logique, il avait une sorte de 
farouche esprit de suite qui, parce qu'il ne désirait pas, ap- 
paremment, aboutir à quelque chose, représentait une puis- 
jance quasi formidable, une puissance qu’on ne pouvait com- 
battre qu’en lui prêtant, avec soupçon, des buts, des visées 
et, par là, il se préparait un gâchis extraordinaire dont j'avais 
senti à plus d’une reprise l’approche, la menace. Je pouvais 
me juger sévèrement pour avoir si souvent, devant le senti- 
ment de cette puissance, cherché un refuge auprès de la ré- 
flexion en demandant: « Puis-je y réfléchir? », ce qui ne pou- 
vait m’assurer qu’ «un instant », mais cet instant, du moins, 
empêchait le cercle de se fermer, me retenait de le fermer 
moi-même. 

A l'endroit où j'étais arrivé, je ne me tins pas longtemps. 
Le sentiment de posséder quelque chose d'infiniment impor- 
tant allait de pair avec l'impression que je n’en tirais pas 
parti, et bien qu’à l'usage l'importance fût presque sûrement 
destinée à se dissiper, je n’avais pas d’autre moyen de la 
maintenir vivante. «Du monde, des gens», je me répétais 
ses mots, les miens, à quoi succédaient, avec une force jo- 
yeuse, les siens: «Des gens, des gens! », sans qu’il trahit 
jamais le désir d’aller plus loin. Je ne pouvais espérer user 
3a patience. Je pouvais user la mienne, je pouvais errer de 
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place en place, de fenétre en fenétre, pour prendre appuii 
sur le dehors, mais cette digression était vaine, ce va-et-vienti 
me ramenait au même point où je le retrouvais toujours plus: 
ancré. Je subissais en cela une contrainte monstrueuse. Je puis: 
dire que, si peu à peu j'avais rompu avec tout, c'est qu'elle. 
même, cette contrainte, signifiait cette rupture, et qu'elle fat! 
venue à bout de ma résistance, de ma volonté, je ne le voyais: 
que trop, mais je n’y avais rien gagné, car la défaite avait] 
pris pour moi la pire forme en transformant mon caractère! 
brisé en une raideur inusable, un «Je m’en tiens là, j'en: 
reste là » qui doublait, confirmait ma propre obstination. Le: 
fait qu'il m’eut amené à rompre avec tout, comme sur la. 
promesse qu’alors nous aurions le champ libre, représentait 
bien le genre d’illusion dont je ne pouvais le rendre respon- 
sable, mais moi seul. Il est vrai que, quand je fréquentais le 
monde, il semblait se tenir à distance à cause du monde, et 
le besoin d’en finir avec une dualité malheureuse, d’user d’une 
seule loyauté, d’une seule vérité, m’avait poussé peu à peu 
doucement, inéluctablement — où j’en étais. Le résultat, c’est 
que le monde manquait, mais que la distance demeurait, bien 
qu’il n’y eût plus rien pour nous la faire sentir et, en outre, 
elle ne demeurait méme pas, car elle était seulement l’une 
des formes de ce champ libre qu'il ne tenait qu’à moi de 
parcourir. L'étrange, c'est qu’en ce moment même je croyais 
me rappeler à quoi faisaient allusion ses mots et comment il 
fallait y répondre, mais c'est aussi ce que je voulais éviter, 
je voulais quelque chose d’autre, je le voulais d’une volonté 
faible, sans capacité, sans lumière, vouloir qui n’était qu’un 
vol agité à travers la maison. Il y a une faim qui ignore la 
faim, et c’est elle qui faisait mon silence, un silence égal au 
sien, avide, un désert, alors que le sien semblait plénitude et 
équilibre, mais c’est le désert que j’habitais. Je me souviens 
d'une période où je lui demandais constamment, question que 
je ne pouvais lui adresser que du fond de mon insouciance: 
« Savez-vous cela? » — « Oui, c’est vrai, je le sais fort bien », 
et de ces réponses, je tirais un plaisir joyeux, une étrange 
allégresse, l’impression que ce redoublement n'était pas le 
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cadre du souvenir, mais l’ouverture de l’espace. A présent, 
Pinsouciance me manquait, je demeurais silencieux. Je desi- 
rais certes qu’il parlât, mais non pas pour dire, comme il le 
faisait si souvent, presque au hasard: « Eh bien, voilà encore 
un jour passé, n'est-ce pas? », car pour qui était-il passé ? 
J'aurais pu le lui demander, mais il n'aurait pu répondre 
qu'il l'était pour nous: il passerait plus tard peut-être; en 
attendant, j'en portais le poids et je n’en portais pas le fruit. 
Je ne pus me dispenser d'exprimer ma réserve: « Passé? pour 
qui donc? Je me le demande ». — « Ah, en effet, on peut se 
le demander ». Je poussai áprement mon avantage: « Pour- 
quoi répétez-vous cette formule? » — «Je la répète? » et il 
semblait moins étonné que désireux de me laisser répéter, à 
mon tour, ma protestation, de m’amener à l’élever un ton 
plus haut en disant: «Oui, vous la répétez tout le temps. 
Oui, j'en suis fatigué et vous devriez y renoncer », mots que 
je gardai pour moi et j'en fus d'une certaine manière récom- 
pensé, car il fit cette remarque: « Mais c’est pour vous aider ». 
J'essayai de me représenter pourquoi le mot aider dirigeait 
contre moi une pointe si aiguë, comme s'il m'avait dit en 
vérité: « Vous savez, je ne puis rien pour vous que répéter 
cela de temps à autre ». De ce sentiment, je ne réussis pas 
à sortir et, entre tout ce que j'aurais pu lui faire remarquer 
d’utile à ce sujet, il me vint seulement cette parole — qui 
contournait la sienne: « Cela m'aide? » A quoi il répondit 
aussitôt avec un joyeux empressement qui était aussi un rap- 
pel de son propre sort: « Cela nous aide tous les deux!» — 
« Vous aussi? Vous voulez dire que nous sommes lies?» I 
sembla prêt à étudier la question, mais l’examen aboutit 
promptement à ces mots: «Eh bien, vous le savez bien! » 
qu'il m’adressa sur un ton qui me renvoyait à moi-même. 
Justement, je ne le savais pas. Je savais qu'il n'y avait 
ni entente ni communauté d'intérêt ni rien qui correspondit 
à l’idée que nous étions liés. Il me semblait seulement que 
étais maître de cette idée, et par conséquent, de la réalité 
le ces liens, j'étais juge: elle dépendait de moi, elle en dé- 
pendait si complètement que tout ce qui pouvait en être dit, 
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c'est « vous le savez bien », en sorte qu'il aurait dû être facile: 
d’arriver sur ce point à une certitude, s’il n’avait subsisté cette: 
difficulté, c’est que, justement, pour ma part, je ne le savais: 
pas. Ce sentiment me donna la force de demander à mon, 
compagnon: «Il y a longtemps, n'est-ce pas, que nous nous: 
sommes rencontrés? » Il parut vouloir mesurer ce temps, con-: 
sciencieusement, et il en résulta un long silence, un silence 
anormalement long, qui me sembla destiné à combler mon, 
attente, à l’apaiser, et peut-être à me faire prononcer d'autres: 
paroles, mais comme je ne disais rien, il répondit d’une ma-. 
nière légèrement décevante: «Il n’y a pas si longtemps que: 
cela... » Entre-temps, dans ce silence, j'avais changé d'idée, et! 
je formulai cette nouvelle idée avec une véritable énergie: 
« Mais tout dépend de ce qu'il faut entendre par le mot ren- 
contre ». Il en convint aussitôt: «Ah, oui, tout dépend de 
ca». Je poursuivis: «Peut-être vaudrait-il mieux dire que 
nous allons nous rencontrer bientôt pour de bon». Ce qu'il 
confirma sans hésitation: «Bientôt, je le pense aussi». — 
« Mais bientôt, repris-je, n’est-ce pas maintenant? » — « C’est 
cela, maintenant, quand vous voudrez ». Dialogue dont je sen- 
tais qu'il n’était si décevant, si inutilement fermé que par ma 
faute et aussi par le fait que mes paroles — et ainsi en était-il 
des siennes — ne pouvaient que revenir à leur point de dé: 
part; pourquoi? l’aurais-je su, un grand fardeau m’eüt été 
enlevé. J'imaginais que cela avait trait au temps. En fin de 
compte, nous parlions, mais peut-être tout avait-il été dit et 
ce que je disais encore était incapable de consumer du temps, 
incapable aussi de l'arrêter, de le fixer. Mais pourquoi tout 
avait-il été dit? entre nous? Cela expliquait sa manière d’être, 
sa patience et le sentiment de détresse qui me semblait la 
marque, la sincérité de nos rapports. Quand je faisais allu- 
sion à une rencontre, je ne pouvais que faire allusion à ce 
«tout a été dit» qui en était la vérité, et il était bien indif- 
férent, dangereusement indifférent qu’elle ait eu lieu il ya 
longtemps ou pas si longtemps que cela ou même « alors », 
un « alors » qui compromettait l’avenir, puisque tous ces mots 
n'étaient qu’une des formes de notre rencontre, formes dont 
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N u È 
le choix m’était abandonné par un « Quand vous le voudrez » 
lont je pénétrais la cruelle transparence. 


J'en vins à lui demander, ce qui montrait combien je 
enais peu compte de mes « remarques »: « J'ai parlé de vous 
comme d'un compagnon, N'est-ce pas un mot irréfléchi? » — 
(Je serais votre compagnon? A qui avez-vous dit cela? » — 
«À moi-même, tandis que je réfléchissais ». — « Je ne crois 
pas que je sois derrière ce mot, je crois que vous ne devriez 
pas l’employer ». Je me tournai vers cette réticence, elle 
vétait pas décevante, mais attirante, elle ressemblait à une 
sspéce de timidité, peut-être parce qu’elle se dérobait dans 
le souvenir. C'est elle, je n’en étais pas dupe, qui m’engagea 
a aller plus loin, à lui dire: « Ne serait-il pas plus commode 
que je puisse vous nommer? » — « Vous voudriez me donner 
an nom? » — « Oui, en ce moment, je le voudrais », et com- 
me il ne répondait pas: « Est-ce que cela ne faciliterait pas 
les choses? Est-ce que nous ne devons pas en venir 1a? » 
Mais il semblait en être toujours à sa question: « Me donner 
ın nom? Mais pourquoi? » — «Je ne le sais pas précisé- 
ment: peut-être pour perdre le mien ». Ce qui bizarrement 
ui fit retrouver sa bonne humeur: « Ah, vous ne vous en ti- 
rerez pas comme cela». Réplique dont je comprenais tres 
vien qu'elle appelait, qu’elle attendait la mienne: « Mais je 
ae désire pas m’en tirer », et pour échapper à cette attente 
qui cherchait à séduire en moi des paroles déjà dites, il me 
allut un effort qui aboutit à cette question: « N’y a-t-il pas 
léjà beaucoup de mots entre nous? » — «Oui, sûrement, 
beaucoup d’écrits ». Je remarquai alors avec une légère in- 
ohérence: « Vous voulez dire qu'il ne doit pas y avoir de 
nom entre nous? » — « Oui, c'est cela », mais il ajouta, avec 
in manque d'esprit de suite qui montrait que le mien ne lui 
schappait pas: « Vous savez, les mots ne doivent pas nous 
aire peur ». 

Peut-être ne m’en rendais-je pas compte à tout instant 
arce qu'il ne manquait pas de me répondre avec une grande 
onne volonté, mais je devais mettre à l’interpeller, à Ven- 
endre — et aussi pour maintenir notre direction vers un but 
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que je ne voyais pas, que je pressentais seulement — plus 
de forces que je n’en avais: des forces silencieuses qui sup- 
posaient que j'avais déjà fait librement abandon des miennes 
et, toutefois, exigeaient de moi — ou était-ce une erreur, un: 
piège? — l'affirmation, réduite à la transparence la plus lé- 
gère, de ma présence cependant maintenue, Je ne luttais pass 
contre un adversaire, ce n’était pas non plus une lutte; je: 
ne me défendais pas et je n’attaquais personne, personne ne: 
m’attaquait. S’il avait fait de ma vie un tourment et une tâche: 
infinis, c'était peut-être à cause de la complicité infinie que: 
j'avais, sans m’en apercevoir, trouvée sans cesse en lui. Je ne: 
pus que lui faire allusion à cette limite que je désirais placer! 
devant moi: est-ce que je ne lui avais pas déjà dit ce qu'il 
me fallut à nouveau en ce moment lui répondre: « Je suis: 
fatigué de votre presence». — «A ce point? » demanda-t-il. 
— «Oui, à ce point, à ce point, tel que vous m’entendez ». 
Il laissa passer du temps. J'avais le sentiment qu'il se pré- 
parait à me dire: « Que dois-je faire? », et cette demande, 
j'étais prêt à la lui retourner: «Que pouvez-vous faire? » 
Mais il brûla étrangement les étapes: « C'est à ce point qu'il 
nous faudrait nous lier d’une manière plus réelle? Vous sou- 
haitez quelque chose de ce genre, n'est-ce pas? » Je ne pou- 
vais le nier, je l’avais souhaité; quand? tout à l'heure; je 
ne le souhaitais peut-être plus à présent. Mais il ne prenait 
pas garde à mes réticences: « Et vous voudriez être lié pour 
pouvoir aussi vous délier? » Oui, j'avais eu aussi cette pensée 
dont je dus cependant m’écarter à cause de sa forme: « Ce 
n'est pas aussi clair que cela». Et il le confirma aussitôt: 
« Cela nous servirait à peu de chose, cela nous arrêterait en 
vain ». — « Nous arrêterait? » — «Qui, mais en vain». Je 
fus pres de l’admettre, peut-être trop rapidement, car com: 
me pour me retenir sur cette pente de l’adhésion, il me dit 
avec une intimité, une impétuosité presque folles: « Vous 
m’avez puissamment attiré a vous: est-ce que vous ne parlez 
pas, est-ce que vous ne m’entendez pas? Notre sphere n’est- 
elle pas la méme? Que désirez-vous? Sortir de cette sphere? » 
Je ne pus que lui dire: «Quand vous parlez ainsi, je me 


52 


LE COMPAGNON DE ROUTE 


ens plus proche de vous». — « Proche de vous, proche de 
e qui vous est proche, non de moi ». — « Non de vous? Et 
ourtant, dis-je désespérément, vous venez de le remarquer, 
e vous parle ». — « Vous parlez! » cria-t-il brusquement sur 
in ton d’incroyable méprise qui me sembla sortir d’une bou- 
he autre, ah, d’un passé infini. Je restai cloué sur place. 

Je crois que je fus épuisé d’amertume, le coeur me man- 
qua. J'avais soutenu tant de luttes, j'avais été si loin, et si 
oin, où était-ce? là dans cette salle, près de cette table, et 
elui qui se trouvait là, peut-être était-il en train d'écrire, et 
noi-méme je m’appuyais sur lui, sur moi quelqu'un d'autre, 
ur celui-ci quelqu'un: à l’autre bout de la chaîne, c'était 
ncore cette salle et cette table. J'étais sans appui contre un 
el infini, sans force contre le vide que sa parole ouvrait et 
ermait sans relâche, de sorte que je ne pouvais même pas y 
omber. Cela me soulevait plutôt, me soulevait d’épuisement, 
at je pense que, quand je me vis debout, ce mouvement, ce 
Jesoin désespéré d’épuiser l’espace, fit que je lui jetai, en 
réponse, avec une soudaineté où se ramassa la résolution que 
je pris à l’instant: « Je continuerai d’aller de ce côté, jamais 
l’un autre ». 
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La ferme de Gache s’éléve dans un lieu solitaire, au som- 
met d’un coteau, à quelque cent pas de la voie ferrée. Les: 
bâtiments dominent toute la plaine entre la forêt et la ri- 
viere, mais c'est surtout la voie ferrée qui s'impose aux re- 
gards des habitants. Elle forme un trait parfaitement recti- 
ligne entre le pont de Noselles et la gare de Rigny. Au delà: 
du pont c’est le village de Noselles, caché entièrement par les: 
peupliers qui bordent les prairies basses. Dans la direction 
opposée on aperçoit la sucrerie de Rigny et quelques toits 
du faubourg. Une seule maison proche, celle de la garde-bar- 
rière. Pourtant on ne considère pas que cette maison appar- 
tient au voisinage de la ferme, parce que les occupants, la 
veuve Bercloux et ses filles, vont faire leurs courses à Darcq. 
le hameau de la forêt, tandis que Gache se rattache à No- 
selles où conduit un chemin en assez bon état. Ainsi se sont 
créées au milieu de la campagne certaines zones mal delimi- 
tees mais réellement étrangères les unes aux autres, parmi 
lesquelles il faudrait d’abord remarquer l'immense étendue 
entre la voie ferrée et la rivière, un lieu de passage pour 
quelques pêcheurs et pour les cultivateurs qui se hâtent de 
faire leurs labours ou leurs récoltes au milieu des fourrés 


hostiles, des bosquets, de mille arpents morts, couverts de 
graviers. 
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Les Joureau étaient propriétaires de la ferme de Gache, 
solidement installés à Gache depuis plusieurs générations. À 
cette époque le vieux père Joureau laissait la direction de 
l'entreprise à son fils Adolphe qui avait épousé une demoi- 
selle Bertaut de Noselles, voici une vingtaine d'années. Les 
époux Joureau n'avaient eux-mêmes qu’un fils, âgé de quinze 
ans, le jeune Saturnin. Quoique ce fût déjà un solide garçon, 
ses parents le dispensaient des travaux pénibles, préoccupés 
surtout de lui laisser d’assez grandes libertés, et de lui pro- 
curer quelques distractions sans doute pour qu’il consente à 
s'acclimater aux routines champêtres. Il aurait désiré pour- 
suivre des études plutôt que de s’adonner à la culture. Il 
prenait encore quelques leçons, auprès de l’instituteur ou 
auprès du curé indifféremment. 

A la ferme vivait une soeur de Madame Joureau et une 
cousine, toutes deux originaires de Noselles et qui entrete- 
naient des relations constantes avec les gens de Noselles. Sa- 
turnin allait souvent en visite avec ces dames, et l’on recevait 
à Gache, le dimanche, tantôt une famille, tantôt une autre. 
Les Joureau étaient reconnaissants à la tante Adele de mettre 
de l’animation dans leur domaine. Saturnin ne manquait donc 
pas de compagnie. Il avait élu comme camarade dans ses 
jeux et dans ses courses une fille à peine plus jeune que lui, 
Véronique Martin. Leurs caractères s’accordaient parfaite- 
ment. Les jeudis d'automne et d'hiver, alors que chacun res- 
tait chez soi, Saturnin bravait les mauvais temps pour se 
rendre à Noselles, chez les Martin, ou bien Véronique sur- 
venait au moment du déjeuner. Ils jouaient ensemble au tric- 
trac le long de l’après-midi. Autour de la ferme ils trouvaient 
aussi maintes occasions de se distraire, grimpant aux échelles, 
sur les chariots, aménageant des rigoles, des réservoirs con- 
struits avec de la boue, dans lesquels venaient bouillonner les 
eaux des pluies mêlées à un purin écumant. Ils montaient 
dans les greniers, où ils croquaient des pommes et grigno- 
taient des noix. Parfois ils éprouvaient le besoin de faire une 
promenade, et ils étaient surtout attirés par cette zone aride 


au voisinage de la voie ferrée. 
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Contre le talus de la voie, c’étaient, sur la limite des 
terres labourées, quelques maigres buissons d’épines et de 
ronces. Il n’y avait plus de feuilles aux buissons, mais on 
voyait encore quelques mûres ici et la. Chaque fois qu'on 
venait, on retrouvait des mûres oubliées, et des fleurs qu'on 


croyait depuis longtemps emportees par les frimas. Au delà , 


des rails s'étendaient les terres pauvres dont on pouvait con- 
templer la sauvage confusion. 

Saturnin et Véronique, certain soir de novembre, malgré 
la pluie battante, avaient renoncé soudain à une partie de 


tric-trac, pour aller faire un tour jusqu’au chemin de fer. . 


Ils aimaient prendre des décisions capricieuses, mais jamais 
encore ils n'avaient eu l’idée de sortir par un temps pareil. 

«C'est dit. On prend les imperméables et les bottes, et 
on file», déclara Saturnin. 


«Peut-être on verra passer le train de voyageurs, si on 
attend la nuit ». 


C'était une des merveilles de cette campagne que de re- 
garder les gens installés dans les lumières de leurs comparti- 
ments. Le rapide modérait son allure avant de prendre la 
courbe qui mène au pont. Parfois même le train stoppait à 
la hauteur du sémaphore. On avait alors le loisir d'examiner 
les fläneurs dans le wagon restaurant, le général qui concen- 
trait ses pensées au milieu des coussins gris de première clas- 
se, et les gosses de troisième accrochés à la barre d’appui et 
se crevant les yeux à discerner des choses dans les ténèbres 


du dehors. 


«En attendant », dit Saturnin, «tu peux rabattre ton 
capuchon ». 


Le visage de Véronique prenait, dans le cadre du capu- 
chon, un nouvel enchantement, comme si une lueur secrète 
venait soudain l’animer. 

«Ça tombe sacrément », dit Véronique. 

Quand ils eurent franchi le portail, ils entendirent la 
dégoulinade immense de l’eau sur toute la plaine. Le jour 
était encore dans sa pleine lumière, mais la pluie fermait la 
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ision sur un cercle de cinquante pas. Bientôt les bâtiments 
le la ferme disparurent, et le sémaphore se dressa au-dessus 
les buissons détrempés. Ils longèrent le talus en se dirigeant 
rers la barrière. 

«Regarde », dit Véronique. 

Vers le Sud une éclaircie toute envahie de brume blan- 
he se creusait dans le nuage, et les terres entre la voie et la 
ivière surgissaient au milieu du voile partout répandu sur la 
plaine. 

«Là bas, c’est le bosquet de Lizière où il y a un vieux 
puits », dit Saturnin, « juste entre les Rouets, tu sais, où la 
rivière déborde toujours, et la Fumasse ». 


La Fumasse était une sorte de lande avec des graviers, 
avec des trous d’eau et des pistes caillouteuses dans tous les 
sens, qui pénétraient jusqu’au milieu des labours. 

La pluie s’apaisait un peu. Un brouillard passa, vague- 
ment éclairé par une réverbération venue d’on ne savait quel 
lieu du ciel. Véronique tendit la main vers une mûre toute 
brillante d’eau parmi les ronces. Mais son geste s’arrêta brus- 
quement parce qu’à cet instant on entendit tout près une 
voix caverneuse: 


« Ordure, saloperie, degoütation! ». 
Saturnin sursauta lui aussi. 


« Qu'est-ce que c'est? » dit-il comme si la voix devait 
répondre: 

Véronique et Saturnin savaient qu’il n’y avait personne 
dans les champs à des kilomètres à la ronde. Néanmoins ils 
examinèrent la campagne autour d’eux. Le voile de la pluie 
était devenu plus mince et plus lointain et l’on pouvait dis- 
tinguer la forêt ainsi que les arbres au bord de la rivière. 
La voix avait été si proche qu'on aurait juré qu’elle venait 
des buissons, et il n’y avait personne non plus dans ces épines 
dénudées qui laissaient voir la terre pelée du talus. Véroni- 
que et Saturnin regardèrent aussi les rails. 

«On n’a pas rêvé pourtant », dit Saturnin. 

« Graine de parvenus, salauds », reprit la voix. 
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Les injures semblaient maintenant sortir de terre, si bien 
que la fille et le garcon regardérent 4 leurs pieds et decou- 
vrirent l’orifice d'un caniveau qui passait sous le talus dui 
chemin de fer. 

«Ca vient de là », dit Véronique effrayée. 

«Ca vient de la», reprit Saturnin sur un ton de jubi-- 
lation. 

« Mais c’est pas possible », reprit Véronique. 

Ils se précipitérent vers le caniveau, comme s’il leur était! 
absolument nécessaire de sauter sur la cause méme de leur! 
peur, quelle que fût la cause. Ils se penchèrent devant l’ori-. 
fice et ils recurent en pleine face cette fois une nouvelle: 
bordée d’injures. 

«Il y a quelqu’un à l’autre bout du caniveau », dit Sa-- 
turnin. 

Ils se mirent à genoux pour regarder par le trou, et ils: 
apercurent aussitôt dans le lointain de l’enorme tube, un vi-: 
sage entouré de cheveux d’un blond filasse. | 

«Une fille à la Veuve Bercloux de la barrière », dit Sa- 
turnin. 

Cette fille devait être à plat ventre dans la boue, de l’au- 
tre côté de la voie. Peut-être elle entendit le commentaire de 
Saturnin, parce que sa fureur parut s’accroitre, et elle leur 
cria cette fois des phrases obscènes. 

« Allons-nous en », dit Saturnin. 

Mais Véronique voulut rester. Elle s’enfonca jusqu'aux 
épaules dans le caniveau, et demanda: 

« Comment que tu t’appelles? ». 

La fille répondit: « Je m'appelle Agathe. Je suis encore 
ton aînée, comprends-tu, petite putain? Et si tu veux me 
moucharder, je dirai à ta mère ce que tu vaux ». 

Saturnin saisit Véronique par le bras: 

«Nous ne pouvons pas rester ». 

«Tu as plus de quinze ans alors », cria encore Véronique 
sans s'occuper de Saturnin. 


sen ; a È 
«J'ai eu quinze ans à Pâques, ma bonne dame», dit 
Agathe en ricanant. 
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Malgré tout son rire était clair. 

« On va traverser la voie et on te dira deux mots de tout 
pres », reprit Véronique. 

Véronique entraina Saturnin qui ne demandait pas 
mieux que de se payer une distraction inédite, Ils s’élancè- 
rent sur le talus, enjambérent les fils de fer, et ils eurent 
bientöt traversé les rails pour retomber juste devant Agathe 
qui venait de se relever. 

Agathe avait un visage trés maigre, des yeux brülants, 
des lèvres dont la pure beauté n’était pas amoindrie par un 
fard rouge vif au dessin maladroit. Saturnin et Véronique fu- 
rent fascinés par ce rouge. Ils constatérent que la fille était 
trempée jusqu’aux os, qu’elle portait une robe souillée de 
boue et des bottes de caoutchouc avec des pieces recollées. 
L’attitude d’Agathe avait soudain change. Elle se montrait 
non moins agressive, mais plutöt violente que fachée. Elle 
renonca aux injures en tout cas. 

« Mes beaux oiseaux », dit-elle amérement, « vous voulez 
connaitre Agathe? Vous étes des anges, et moi une saleté, 
entendez-vous? ». 

« Il ne faut pas...» commença Véronique. 

«Ça me plait d’être une saleté. Moi je vis et je m'amuse, 
tandis que vous autres vous vous ennuyez ». 

La pluie se remit à tomber très fort. Une clameur nou- 
velle envahit le talus, les rails, toute la campagne. Véronique 
et Saturnin reboutonnaient leurs imperméables, tandis qu’A- 
gathe restait sereine sous le déluge. Ses cheveux bionds pa- 
raissaient lumineux, quoique le soir déjà descendit sous les 
nuages qui peu à peu s’eteignaient. Agathe eut un sourire. 

«Non », dit soudain Véronique. 

Elle délaça son capuchon avec une vivacité soudaine, 
Vóta, et le placa sur la tête d’Agathe, qui la laissa faire parce 
qu’elle était saisie d’étonnement. 

«Moi je pourrais lui donner” aussi mon vieux trench- 


coat », dit Saturnin. 
Il défit son manteau et le jeta sur les épaules d'Agathe. 
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La fille restait immobile, toujours figée par une émotion 
qu’elle ne comprenait pas. 

« Nous, on s’abritera sous ma pélerine », dit Véronique. 

Le visage d’Agathe, encerclé par le capuchon, apparais- 
sait maintenant baigné d'une éblouissante candeur. 

« Vous me connaissez pas encore, mes agneaux », dit-elle 
enfin. 


Elle leur tourna le dos et s'éloigna sous la pluie. Elle dis- 
parut rapidement derrière le voile de la pluie. La nuit ve- 
nait. Dans le champ les petites fleurs blanches d’automne 
semblaient s’éclairer parce que tout le reste devenait obscur. 
On ne distinguait même plus le bois d’osiers tout près de la. 


« Rentrons », dit Véronique. 


Ils revinrent, serrés sous la pélerine. Ils n’osaient plus 
se parler. Jusqu’alors ils s'étaient toujours amuses comme 
des gosses sans penser à rien. Tout d'un coup ils sentaient 
qu'il y avait en eux une espérance qu'ils ne voulaient pas 
avouer. Quand les Joureau les virent entrer dans la cuisine 
de la ferme, ils les regardèrent avec étonnement. 


« Vous êtes donc sortis par ce temps de chien? » constata 
Adolphe Joureau avec simplicité. 


Pendant les semaines qui suivirent la vie continua son 
train. Saturnin se rendait à Noselles chez les Martin. Le plus 
souvent Véronique survenait à Gache à l'heure du déjeuner 
avant même que le garçon eût songé à elle. On vit quelques 
belles journées vers la fin de cet automne et au début de 
l'hiver. Mais chaque fois que les brumes descendaient sur la 
plaine, ou que la pluie battait les terres, ils éprouvaient en- 
core plus vivement le besoin de faire une promenade le long 
de la voie ferrée, Un soir ils allèrent jusqu’à la barrière. 


Ils avaient traversé la voie à l'endroit du caniveau, et ils 
s'étaient avancés tout doucement. Derrière la maisonnette de 
la veuve Bercloux s’étendait un jardin minable, et tout près 
on trouvait encore un bois d’osiers. Ils pénétrérent dans les 
osiers. Lorsque le soir se fit plus sombre ils s’approchérent 
d'une fenêtre. C'était la fenêtre d'une chambre. Cette cham- 
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bre donnait sur la cuisine, et ils purent entendre la mere 
Bercloux qui invectivait sa famille. Elle avait trois filles. Aga- 
the était l’ainée, et c’était Agathe qui recevait les meilleures 
bordées de malédictions. Ils comprirent qu’on l’accusait d’être 
une trainée qui refusait tout travail et ne songeait qu’a de- 
baucher les gars de Rigny où l’on avait tenté de la caser à 
la confiturerie. Véronique et Saturnin revinrent à la maison 
tout songeurs. Ils apprirent des Joureau que la veuve Bercloux, 
malgré son modeste emploi, ne manquait pas de moyens d’exis- 
tence, mais que l’ainee de ses filles la faisait damner, c'était 
bien connu. i 

Un autre jour (vers le milieu de décembre, et il tombait 
un fin brouillard sur la plaine) Saturnin conduisit Véronique 
au delà du chemin de fer jusque sur les graviers de la Fu- 
masse. 

« Pourquoi m'entraínes-tu de ce côté? » demanda Vé- 
ronique. 

«Il faut bien marcher un peu ». 

On voyait ici et là de longues bandes de blé en herbe, 
qui peu à peu se perdaient dans une terre aride où surgis- 
saient des buissons de centaurées épineuses, des chardons et 
des cirses immenses. De loin en loin un hallier inextricable. 
Là bas il y avait des saules dont les hautes branches nues 
se perdaient dans le brouillard. 

«Je ne suis jamais allée jusqu’à la rivière », dit Véro- 
nique. — 

« Jamais allée jusqu’à la rivière », répéta une voix non 
loin d’eux. 

Ils furent extrêmement surpris. A quelques pas, sous le 
couvert d’un hallier tout chargé de clématites aux plumes 
blanches, Agathe se tenait immobile et regardait les deux 
amis. 

« Qu'est-ce que tu fais par ici? » dit Saturnin sans réflé- 
chir et sur un ton assez violent. 

«Et toi même? Et vous deux qu'est-ce que vous faites 
ici? » dit Agathe. 
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Ils s’approchérent d’elle. Comme la dernière fois elle : 
était tête nue sous le brouillard, et elle ne portait que sa. 
robe de cotonnade qui était brillante de gouttelettes. 

« Tout cela c'est mes terres à moi», dit Agathe, « c'est : 
mes chardons, et personne viendra m’ennuyer ici. On m'a; 
encore fichu à la porte de la confiturerie et ma mère ne veut: 
plus me voir. Alors je me promene ». 

Ils ne savaient que répondre. 

« Venez », dit Agathe, « je vais vous montrer mon pays». 

«Ton pays? » dit Véronique. 

Ils suivirent Agathe qui s’était élancée d'un pas souple, 
le long d’un sentier perdu au milieu de grandes plaques de 
grèves où se creusaient des mares d’eau limpide. Elle les con: 
duisit à travers ces lieux où s’éléve un monde incertain de 
saules, de bouleaux et de peupliers. Ils arrivèrent a une prai-. 
rie toute verdoyante. Là fleurissaient encore des pàquerettes. 
Ils traversèrent la prairie et soudain ils decouvrirent la ri- 
viere. La terre, coupée comme par un trait de scie, formait 
une falaise de boue lisse. La riviere roulait sous la falaise 
des eaux jaunes où se creusaient des tourbillons. 

«Jamais je ne l’avais vue », dit Véronique. 

«J'y suis venu deux fois cet été», dit Saturnin, « mais 
elle était basse, et il y avait des myosotis partout ». 

Agathe regarda longuement le courant limoneux qui al- 
lait se perdre dans les marais avant de former une sorte de 
lac, d’où il se précipitait de nouveau pour gagner les fau- 
bourgs de Rigny. Puis Agathe regarda Véronique: 

«Tu veux voir le lac? » demanda la fille. 


« Non », dit Véronique. 
Agathe sourit amèrement. On devinait dans ce sourire 


une tendresse séduisante, mais affreusement masquée par le 
fard que la fille avait écrasé sur ses lèvres. 


«On s’en va », dit Saturnin. 
« Venez », dit Agathe. 


On retraversa la prairie en diagonale. Agathe les con- 
duisit jusqu’à un bosquet formé de hauts arbres qui devaient 
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tre des ormes. Saturnin crut reconnaître un marronnier par- 
mi les ormes. 

« Oui, c'est un marronnier », dit Agathe, «et il y a aussi 
an noyer. Venez! ». , 

Elle les fit entrer dans le bosquet. Sous les arbres s’éten- 
dait un épais tapis de feuilles mortes, semé de champignons, 
comme si c'était une vraie forêt, puis quelques mètres plus 
loin, juste au centre du bosquet, s’ouvrait un espace herbeux 
où l’on découvrait un vieux puits. 

« Venez », répétait Agathe. 

Elle les fit se pencher sur la margelle. On voyait l’eau 
très loin au fond du puits. 

«Un vieux puits», dit Saturnin. « Il date peut-être du 
dix-septième siècle. Il doit marquer l'emplacement d'une fer- 
me détruite ». 

« La ferme de Lizière », dit Agathe. « J’ai trouvé les pier- 
res des murs sous la terre ». 

Mais elle parut soudain se désintéresser de la question, 
et elle proposa de reconduire Véronique et Saturnin jusqu’à 
un endroit où ils trouveraient facilement leur chemin. 

« Comme tu veux », dit Saturnin. 

Ils sortirent du bosquet, marchèrent le long d’une lande 
pierreuse qui ressemblait à une ancienne route. On traversa 
ensuite un labour où l’on enfonçait presque jusqu'aux ge- 
noux. 

« Une damnée terre », disait Agathe. 

A Vextrémité du labour, un chemin non moins bourbeux. 

« Vous n’avez qu’a suivre sur la droite», dit Agathe. 
«Salut! ». 

Elle se recula aussitöt, pour qu’ils ne s’avisent pas de lui 
donner une poignée de mains. Ils lui lancérent un joyeux au 
revoir avant de s’éloigner. Mais a peine avaient-ils fait quel- 
ques pas qu’ils entendirent Agathe qui les injuriait. Des 
injures banales et furieuses. Ils se retournérent, consternés: 

«Je ne suis pas une pauvre fille, comme vous croyez », 
disait enfin Agathe. « Regardez! ». 
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Elle avait dégrafé son col et déboutonné le haut de sa: 
robe. On voyait la naissance de ses deux seins clairs, et entre: 
les deux seins brillait une petite croix d’or. Agathe regardaitt 
Saturnin avec une sorte de passion. 

« Agathe », supplia Véronique. | 

« Fous moi la paix », dit Agathe, «tu l’épouseras ton Sar 
turnin ». 

Puis elle s’enfuit. 


Ils la revirent une semaine plus tard, presque au même: 
endroit, sur le terroir de la Fumasse. Cette fois, ils ne purent! 
lui parler car elle s'était sauvée aussitôt qu’elle les avait) 
aperçus. Elle devait avoir fait son domaine de ces lieux dé. 
serts où elle rédait tout le long du jour, surtout lorsque la: 
pluie leur donnait un aspect d’extréme abandon. Au cours 
de ses longues semaines de chômage, elle n’apparaissait chez, 


sa mère que pour manger quelque quignon de pain, et elle 


fuyait aussitôt dans les guérets. Au mois de février, sous les 
giboulées précoces, Saturnin eut l'idée d’aller seul du côté 
de la rivière, dans l'espoir de rencontrer encore Agathe et de 
comprendre quelles idées bizarres l’animaient. Véronique et 
lui ne cessaient de penser à elle comme à une petite cama- 
rade, avec qui on aurait aimé vivre familièrement (c'était 
impossible). 

Un soir de février donc, Saturnin la vit qui longeait la 
rivière. Il chercha à la joindre, mais elle se deroba, sans qu'il 
püt savoir si elle l’avait aperçu. Elle passait soudain derrière 
un buisson, et bientôt sa mince silhouette apparaissait de 
nouveau à droite ou à gauche dans un lieu qu’on ne pouvait 
prévoir. Dès qu'il songeait à l'appeler elle s’échappait de nou: 
veau. Après une demie heure de marches et de contre mar: 
ches, elle surgit près de Saturnin au détour d'une butte, à 
l'instant même où il renoncait à sa chasse. 


«Qu'est-ce que tu me veux? » demanda-t-elle. 


«Je me promène », répondit Saturnin. «Je voulais ba: 
varder avec toi simplement ». 


« Qu'est-ce que tu as à me dire? ». 
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Elle fixait sur lui ses regards brülants, et lui-même était 
asciné par cette expression sauvage. Comment est-il possible, 
ongeait Saturnin, qu’une fille ait des cheveux si blonds et 
les yeux si noirs? 

« Alors? ». 

« Alors rien », dit Saturnin. 

Il detourna les regards, et considéra les alentours com- 
ne si le secret d’Agathe et de sa folle conduite n’était réelle- 
nent rien d’autre que le secret de la lande aride. Elle se mit 
| rire. Il n’y fit pas attention parce qu'il avait aperçu der- 
ière une motte de terre un putois noir aux prunelles étince- 
antes. Le putois fit deux ou trois petits tours comme s’il 
tait seul dans cette campagne, avant de disparaître à la façon 
l’un diable. 

« C'est un ami à moi », dit Agathe. « Tous les putois, tous 
es renards et tous les oiseaux sont mes amis ». 

Il y avait entre Agathe et Saturnin une petite branche 
le saule, et il remarqua que cette branche était gonflée de 
jourgeons, que rompaient déjà les chätons argentés. Il faisait 
lu soleil à ce moment là, parce que la giboulée avait tourné 
lans une rafale de vent. Agathe déboutonna sa robe brusque- 
sent. 

«Regarde », dit-elle. 

La croix d'or brillait entre les seins. Cette fois Agathe 
vait ouvert tout à fait sa robe, et les seins paraissaient dans 
pute leur beauté. Saturnin tendit les mains comme malgré 
ai. 

« Je veux t’embrasser », dit-il. 

Elle s'avanca, il l’embrassa. Elle lui rendit son baiser, 
1ais aussitôt elle se dégagea et s'enfuit. 

Après ce jour Saturnin refusa toujours de parler d’Aga- 
he avec Véronique, et celle ci soupconna bien ce qui avait 
u se passer. 

«Tu Vas rencontrée dans la lande », dit-elle. « Il ne faut 
lus que tu la revoies ». 


«Je ne veux plus la revoir », dit Saturnin. 
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Une année passa. Les relations entre Saturnin et Vére 
nique changèrent insensiblement. Ils se voyaient aussi sou 
vent, et ils éprouvaient autant de plaisir à être ensemble, mai 
ils avaient cessé de jouer comme des gosses. Le dimanche 
après midi ils allaient au cinéma à Rigny avec Pauto de 
Joureau, et dans les soirs d’été ils lisaient des livres ou bier 
ils se tenaient sur le banc de la cour, occupés à échanger de 
graves propos sur les habitants de Noselles, sur le prix du 
blé ou les méthodes modernes pour élever la volaille. Parfois 
ils se joignaient à d’autres camarades, filles ou garçons, pou 
courir au bal dans les villages où se tenait une fête. Quand 
l'hiver revint la même vie continua sans qu'il fût jamais ques: 
tion d’Agathe. 

Mais au début de l’autre année, la fille reparut soudain. 
La mère Bercloux vint trouver Joureau et le supplia de pren: 
dre sa fille comme bonne. Elle lui expliqua que ce n'était 
pas une mauvaise fille, bien au contraire une travailleuse, e* 
qu’elle avait simplement besoin d’être placée dans une famil 
le qui pût s'intéresser à elle et la surveiller. Adolphe Joureau 
ne manqua pas de trouver ces déclarations suspectes. Il n’oss 
refuser cependant, la mère Bercloux s'étant d’ailleurs mon: 
trée assez avisée pour venir dans un moment où Joureau 
manquait de personnel. 

Véronique fut d’abord consternée de cette nouvelle, et 
Saturnin ne savait que penser d'Agathe et de lui-même. Tow 
tefois Adolphe Joureau et sa femme furent les premiers à 
veiller au grain, et lorsque Agathe arriva ils lui imposèrent 
un travail rigoureux et une tenue sévère. Elle mangeait à le 
table des maîtres comme les autres employés de la maison: 
Elle fut placée entre le vieux père Joureau et Mme Joureau 
et n'eut guère l’occasion de se montrer sous son vrai jour. 


Agathe semblait d’ailleurs tout naturellement disposée à 
rester à sa place, soucieuse d'accomplir sa besogne, et ne ma: 
nifestant son opinion en aucune circonstance, comme s’il né 
s'agissait plus pour elle, une fois pour toutes, que de gagneı 
sa vie. Chacune de ses démarches prouvait qu’elle était tree 
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ien persuadée de cette nécessité primordiale. C’est pourquoi 
aturnin ne se trouva nullement géné vis-a-vis d’elle, et quand 
ls en avaient l’occasion ils purent parler entre eux de la 
luie et du beau temps comme des camarades. Véronique 
lle-méme, au cours de ses visites à la maison, reconnut qu’A- 
athe avait bien change et que la jeune fille n’avait dü man- 
fuer jusqu'ici que des conditions normales de la vie. Véro- 
lique et Saturnin l’emmenèrent parfois le dimanche au ciné- 
na, et, certain soir, ils allèrent ensemble à un bal. Les Jou- 
eau se disaient que la mère Bercloux avait jugé très raison- 
iablement le caractère de sa fille et ils n’eurent pas lieu de 
egretter de l’avoir prise à leur service. 


Agathe avait encore de violents mouvements d'humeur, 
nais comme elle débitait ses injures en trayant les vaches, 
personne n’y trouvait à redire. Elle restait très indifférente 
ux amitiés qu'on lui faisait, de plus en plus résolue à mener 
a vie à elle, sans s'occuper des autres, ni ennuyer personne. 
Véronique et Saturnin furent les seuls à se souvenir qu’elle 
wait pu se montrer vicieuse. Ils lui parlèrent une fois du 
emps où ils l'avaient rencontrée le long de la rivière. Elle 
es regarda sans aucune gêne, et fit un geste vague. Elle re- 
sarda aussi ses mains devenues rugueuses et rouges, son ta- 
lier sali par d’honnétes travaux. 


« On est comme on est », leur dit-elle. 


Comme si une misère toujours menacante ne lui laisse- 
‘ait jamais le loisir d’ajouter de l'importance à ses actes 
passés ou présents. Elle quitta la ferme de Gache aussitôt 
que la moisson fut achevée, non pas de son propre gré, car 
Me se fit mettre à la porte par Joureau. : 

Finalement elle s'était avisee de fainéanter sans montrer 
l’ailleurs le moindre esprit d'indiscipline, mais peu à peu 
'aisant traîner son ouvrage, négligeant la lessive, n’en finis- 
ant plus de traire ses vaches. Elle s’attira d’abord des répri- 
nandes qu’elle accepta avec résignation, mais elle feignait 
l'être privée soudain d'énergie pour prendre son travail. Les 
Joureau se demandérent si elle était enceinte. On la surprit 
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enfin, plusieurs apres-midi, vautree dans le foin du grenier 
et fumant des cigarettes. 

«Je patienterai encore », disait Joureau, «mais je ne 
tiens pas à ce qu’elle fiche le feu à la ferme». 

Véronique et Saturnin avertirent Agathe de se méfier, et! 
la prierent de ne plus se montrer si négligente ou si tétue.; 
Elle leur répondit de vagues mots d’excuse: 

«Je suis comme ca, je suis étourdie. J’fais pas attention, 
mais j voulais pas mettre le feu ». 

Agathe ne tint aucun compte des observations, et on put 
la soupçonner justement de chercher à mettre le feu, alors 
qu’il n'y avait sans doute rien de plus faux. Quoi qu'il en soit: 
Joureau prévint la mère Bercloux et donna son congé à Aga- 
the. Celle-ci haussa tristement les épaules et elle fit ses pa- 
quets. 

« C’est difficile de l'oublier cette fille lá », disait Saturnin. 

«Il faut tout de même l'oublier », répondit Véronique. 

«Une drôle de fille », disait la mère Joureau sans ran- 
cune. «On ne pouvait tout de même pas... ». 

On ne se perdit pas longtemps dans les commentaires, et 
l’histoire fut enterrée jusqu’au jour où l’on découvrit que 
des bijoux avaient disparu. Les bijoux des Joureau étaient 
naïvement placés dans une cassette en carton bouilli, fermée 
par une serrure fragile, et cette cassette on l'avait dissimulée 
sous une pile de bas au fond d’une grande armoire. La ser- 
rure avait été crochetée (il suffisait d'une épingle). On avait 
pris ce qu'il y avait de plus précieux, deux lourdes chaînes 
d’or, très anciennes, ornées de rubis, de perles et même agré- 
mentées de louis d'or ou de sequins en guise de pendeloques. 
Mme Joureau visitait très rarement ce trésor familial, auquel 
elle n’avait guère le loisir de songer. Lorsqu'elle découvrit 
le larcin, elle en fut toute saisie. Elle appela son mari qui 
entra d’abord dans une colère furieuse: 

« Ce ne peut être qu'Agathe. Mais comment at-elle trouvé 
le temps de fouiller l'armoire? ». 

«La porte de la chambre était aussi fermée à clef », 
gémissait Mme Joureau. 
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Mais n’importe quelle clef, n’importe quel fil de fer 
yuyrait cette porte, et celle de l’armoire ainsi que cette fichue 
Joîte. 

« Et on n’a même pas le droit d’accuser Agathe », conclut 
foureau. « Voilà deux mois qu’elle est partie ». 


On prévint la gendarmerie, qui fit une enquête, inter- 
ogea les domestiques, tourmenta la mère Bercloux, menaca 
ette dame d'une perquisition, surveilla étroitement Agathe 
smployée maintenant dans une imprimerie de Rigny (com- 
me femme de ménage). Finalement on classa l'affaire. 

«Je ne m'en remets pas», disait la mère Joureau. 

Elle s’en remit néanmoins, puisqu'elle n’avait que faire 
le tels bijoux qui lui venaient de je ne sais quel grand oncle 
excentrique, parfaitement oublié de tous les membres de la 
famille. Le vieux Joureau en rigolait presque. Saturnin et 
Véronique désirèrent plus que jamais retrouver Agathe. Du- 
rant l'hiver qui suivit, ils firent ensemble deux longues pro- 
menades à travers la Fumasse. Saturnin se rendait seul dans 
ces lieux déserts, à l’insu de Véronique, plusieurs fois par 
mois. Agathe devait s'être remise sérieusement au travail, 
puisqu'on ne la voyait plus jamais. 
| Un jour Saturnin, après avoir fait un long tour du côté 
de la rivière à travers les halliers dépouillés, revint vers le 
bosquet de Liziére où Agathe l'avait conduit, certain soir, 
avec Véronique, il y avait plus d’une année de cela. Il pé- 
nétra sous les arbres qui s'élevaient silencieusement de la 
souche profonde des feuilles mortes, et il parvint dans l’espa- 
ce où se dressait la margelle du puits. Il s’accouda sur la 
margelle et regarda, vers le fond du puits, son visage reflété 
dans l’eau lointaine. 

‘I demeura un long moment à rêver. Finalement Satur- 
nin se rendit compte qu’il se balançait d'avant en arrière, 
sans doute pour bercer sa songerie et pour voir son visage 
bouger au fond du cercle d’eau, et du même coup il constata 
qu’une grosse pierre remuait sous lui et l’accompagnait dans 
son mouvement. Il examina la pierre. Elle semblait encore 
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très bien ajustée malgré l’ancienneté de la construction. Ill 
eut la curiosité de la faire glisser. La pierre se detacha fa- 
cilement et tomba dans l’herbe. Saturnin, poussé par une de: 
ces lubies qu’inspire le désoeuvrement essaya aussi de de- 
sceller le moellon de Vassise inférieure. Il y parvint sans ef- 
fort. Tl examina la crevasse ainsi ménagée et il apercut une: 
légère fente à la jointure d’une pierre voisine. Il glissa deux 
doigts dans la fente. Lorsqu'il sentit, du bout de ses doigts, 
un petit objet, comme du métal, il sut aussitôt ce qu'il avait! 
découvert. Il se servit du tirebouchon de son couteau pour 
attirer l’objet. Ce fut ainsi qu'il pêcha d'un coup les deux 
chaînes d’or attachées ensemble par un petit fil. 

Saturnin cassa le fil, mit une chaîne dans chacune de ses 
poches, replaca les pierres et s’en alla. Il pouvait être fier 
de sa découverte. À peine eut-il fait vingt pas en dehors du: 
bosquet qu'il crut entendre un froissement de feuilles mortes. 
Il s'arrêta. Au loin des freux et des corneilles mantelées s’en- 
volaient sous la pluie. Toujours la pluie. Saturnin aimait ce: 
terroir, lorsque le ciel l’enveloppait des longs rideaux de: 
pluie qui s'éloignaient, se croisaient et faisaient tour à toun 
apparaître et disparaître les arbres dénudés dans l'étendue. 
Tout cela demeurait bien étranger à la belle ferme de Gache.: 
Saturnin tira une chaîne de sa poche, et la fit tournoyer.: 
Après deux minutes de réflexion il marcha vivement jusqu’äi 
une grande mare dont l’eau demeurait en toutes saisons, et 
d’un geste brusque il y jeta la chaine qui disparut sous la: 
mousse boueuse de la surface, presque sans faire de bruit.- 

Saturnin prit l’autre chaîne, mais il hésita à la jeter. DI 
regarda derrière lui, comme s’il craignait d’être vu. Il se dé- 
cida enfin à remettre cette chaîne là dans sa poche et il reprit! 
son chemin. Non, il ne la rendrait tout de méme pas a ses 
parents. Plutöt la vendre et secourir Agathe par exemples 


d’une façon ou d’une autre. Comment la vendre? Ft com- 
ment aider Agathe? Alors il entendit un long cri. | 


Le cri venait du bosquet de Lizière. Saturnin vit Agati 
qui sortait du bosquet. Il ne bougea pas. Sans doute elle ne 
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| «Saturnin, rends-moi les chaînes, je ten supplie. Tu n’en 
as pas besoin. Tes parents n’en ont pas besoin ». 

| «Je les ai jetées dans la mare, tout à l'heure», dit Sa- 
turnin. 

_ Elle parut saisie, puis elle se reprit: 

| « Ce n’est pas vrai, tu ne les as pas jetées ». 

| Saturnin réfléchit. 


| «J'en ai tout de même jeté une», dit-il enfin, «et je 
suis décidé à me débarrasser de l’autre de la même facon ». 
| « Tu ne feras pas cela », s'écria Agathe. « Tu me la don- 
neras. Plus tard cela fera mon bonheur, je te le jure. Il n’y 
a que la misere qui m’ennuie. Je travaillerai, je te le jure, 
et je serai sage. Mais donne-moi cette chaine au moins. Je 
n’ai pas besoin des deux chaines. Donne-moi une seule perle, 
donne-moi une seule pièce d'or, je en supplie Saturnin ». 


Malgré les larmes qui coulaient sur son visage, Agathe 
n'avait pas une voix gémissante. Bien au contraire elle par- 
lait avec calme, comme si elle n'avait à peu près aucune 
chance d'obtenir ce qu’elle désirait, mais comme si elle pen- 
sait qu'elle devait prononcer ces paroles avant de se livrer 
au désespoir, D'ailleurs il semblait qu’elle ne cesserait jamais 
de parler ou de penser machinalement et que par conséquent 
son désespoir serait toujours remis par pure formalité. Sa- 
turnin fut bouleversé par ces accents assourdis, d’où s'élevait 
une sorte de chanson. Il ne savait que faire. La demande 
d’Agathe était insensée pourtant. Il s'éloigna. Elle le suivit. 

Elle le suivit et elle garda le silence. Ils finirent par mar- 
cher côte à côte. Ils se regardaient de temps en temps. Les 
yeux d’Agathe suppliaient. Saturnin sentait qu'il allait pleu- 
rer. Il marcha plus vite. Elle accorda son pas souple au pas 
de Saturnin. Bientôt ils eurent Vair de se balader simple- 
ment pour le plaisir. Au milieu de certaines pluies continues, 
il n’est pas rare qu'on ait l'illusion passagère d'un soleil 
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soudain qui envahit toutes choses, comme un éblouissement.: 
Saturnin crut voir la téte blonde d'Agathe toute inondée de 
soleil. 

«Tu nous conduis à la rivière », dit soudain Agathe. 

«Je me suis trompé de chemin », dit Saturnin. 

Tl considera la riviere qui roulait ses eaux boueuses le 
long des buissons, et autour d'un vieil arbre mort qui sy 
était effondre. 

« Tiens, voila ta chaine », dit Saturnin. 

Elle saisit la chaine avec une hate ardente, puis elle la 
contempla longuement jusqu’à ce que Por, les perles, les ru-: 


bis, les sequins fussent ruisselants de l’eau qui ne cessait de: 
tomber. Saturnin remarqua que les épaules d’Agathe frisson-: 
naient. | 

« Tu as froid? » dit-il. « Tu n’es pas habillée pour sortir: 
dans la pluie ». 

« C'est beau, tu ne trouves pas? » dit Agathe. « Jamais. 
personne n’a rêvé de voir quelque chose de si beau ». 

Sur la rivière la pluie menait ce bruit frissonnant et in- 
nombrable qui donne un air de fête au jour le plus triste: 
Sûrement c'était le jour le plus triste qu’on puisse imaginer, 
songeait Saturnin. Puis Agathe fit tournoyer la chaîne au 
bout de sa main. 

« Attention », dit-il. 

«Ne ten fais pas », dit Agathe. 

Aussitôt la chaîne s’échappa de ses doigts comme la pier- 
re d’une fronde et s’en alla plonger dans la rivière entre les 
branches de l’arbre mort. Agathe souriait. 


«Maintenant, au revoir », dit-elle. 


«Tu as fait cela! » disait Saturnin. «Non ne te sauve 
pas. Je vais t'accompagner jusque chez toi. Mets mon im- 
perméable. J’ai encore une bonne veste ». 


Il lui jeta son imperméable sur les épaules mais elle 
refusa de le garder. 


« Laisse-moi », dit-elle. 


Ils allèrent encore côte à côte. Saturnin lui prit le bras. 
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lle ne le repoussa pas, mais son visage gardait l’expression 
‘une dureté résolue. Ou bien c'était de l'indifférence. Satur- 
in la serra contre lui autant qu'il lui fut possible en mar- 
chant sur ces sales chemins détrempés. Elle le laissait faire, 
Il chercha à ralentir leur allure et il Varréta enfin sur un 
avier auprès d’une petite mare, 

« Qu'est-ce que tu veux? » dit Agathe. 

Son visage était lumineux et brûlant dans le cadre de la 
chevelure mouillée qui retombait en boucles sur ses épaules. 
oujours ses cheveux étaient défaits. 

Il semblait bien inutile de demander à Saturnin ce qu’il 
voulait. Elle-même rapprocha son visage du sien, sans atten- 
dre qu'il la pressât. Il l’entoura de ses bras. Mais Agathe 
rompit soudain cette étreinte et elle se dégagea tout à fait. 

«Je rentre à la maison », dit-elle. « Je n’ai pas le temps 
‚de m’amuser ». 
| « Tu veux me faire marcher », dit Saturnin. 


| 


| Agathe ne préta pas d'attention à ses paroles. Elle éten- 


idait ses mains vides, comme pour signifier que réellement 
‘elle n'avait rien à donner, et elle regardait vers le lointain. 
Là-bas deux hérons s’envolaient au dessus du marécage. Elle 
reprit le chemin entre les graviers. Saturnin la suivit: 


« Est-ce que tu as encore ta croix? » demanda-t-il. 


«Un type me l’a fauchée », répondit-elle. « Je n’ai plus 
rien ». 

On ne pouvait pas en douter. 
« Cela ne m’empéchera pas de t'épouser », dit Saturnin. 
«Je veux t'épouser. Embrasse-moi ». 


«Il faut que tu restes avec Véronique », dit Agathe. 


Elle avait encore le visage inondé de larmes. Prête à fai- 
blir sans doute, à en passer par n'importe quoi, comme d’ha- 
bitude. Saturnin lui prit la main. Elle s’arréta. Il lui serra 
les deux mains. Elle se laissa encore aller vers lui. Il était 
ébloui par ses yeux. Néanmoins il examinait ses yeux avec 
une attention passionnée. Le bel éclat noir des prunelles avait 
une sorte de précision inouie. Il y lisait le mépris du monde, 
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une volonté de rompre avec les banalites de la vie. Elle était! 
à lui tout entière. Il la serra dans ses bras. 

Mais comme il allait baiser ses lévres, il fut arrété encore: 
par ce regard, dont la signification semblait inépuisable. Et! 
aussitôt Agathe s’écartait de lui avec une si grande facilité: 
qu'il en fut bouleversé. Comment avait-il pu la laisser s’échap-. 
per ainsi? Elle s’était mise à courir, et il ne songeait plus à | 
la poursuivre. Bientôt elle se retourna et elle lui cria: 

«Il faut que tu restes avec Véronique ». 

La voix tremblait, et dans ces lieux déserts elle prenait | 
l'accent d’une détresse éclatante. Agathe reprit sa marche 
hätive. Saturnin suivit une autre direction et à travers les: 
labours il gagna la voie ferrée. Comme il traversait les rails 
la pluie se remit à tomber. 

Lorsque Saturnin revit Véronique, il hésita à lui parler 
de cette rencontre, mais la jeune fille le questionna, parce 
qu'elle sentit que quelque chose était changé. Il finit par 
conter l’histoire sans rien omettre. 

«Toujours elle veut rompre tu comprends », conclut Sa- 
turnin. « C'était le plus dur pour elle et pour moi. C'est pour 
cela qu’elle a choisi de rompre avec le mal. Une terrible fille, 
et moi je ne mérite plus ton affection, Véronique ». 


« Nous ne devons plus nous revoir», disait Véronique. 


Il n’y avait pas eu de véritables promesses entre Véro- 
nique et Saturnin, mais tout le monde considerait qu’ils 
étaient destinés l’un à l’autre. Véronique trouva des pretextes 
pour cesser de venir à Gache, et Saturnin se contenta de 
faire quelques visites de politesse à la famille de Véronique 
pendant les mois du printemps. La jeune fille dissimulait 
tout à fait ses sentiments, et lui-même ne savait plus que 
penser. Il chercha à revoir Agathe. 


Elle travaillait alors à Rigny. Il se rendit à Rigny. Il 
pouvait facilement épier les démarches de la jeune fille qui 
était employée à la briqueterie. A ce moment là elle faisait 
une besogne d'homme, d’ailleurs pas trop pénible, ayant à 
conduire des trains de wagonnets qu’entrainait une petite 
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achine électrique. Comment elle avait eu cette place, on le 
levinait assez vite, dès qu’on entendait les plaisanteries que 
ui lancaient les ouvriers á propos d'un contremaítre. Elle 
tait habillée d'un bleu de mécano qu’elle ne quittait pas 
le soir quand elle se rendait après sa journée chez une vieille 
bousine qui la logeait et la nourrissait. 

} Saturnin rôda autour de la briqueterie, interrogea un 
ouvrier, et il put facilement rencontrer Agathe derrière la 
mairie, dans une ruelle où habitait la vieille cousine. 

| «Qu'est-ce que tu cherches? » demanda tout de suite 


Agathe. 


« Je cherche à te parler ». 


«Je n’ai pas le temps. J’ai rendez-vous avec un copain ». 

« Ce n’est pas vrai ». 

| «J'ai un rendez-vous », redit Agathe. 
3 Elle lui tourna le dos, entra chez sa cousine. Saturnin 
s'éloigna un peu et il attendit. Un quart d'heure plus tard 
un jeune gars entra dans la ruelle, Il s’arréta devant la maison 
ou était Agathe et siffla un bout de chanson. Agathe sortit 
presque aussitôt, toujours vêtue de son bleu. Ils partirent 
bras dessus bras dessous. 

Saturnin revint à Rigny pendant le mois d’avril. Il ne 
chercha pas à aborder Agathe, mais il la revit en compagnie 
d’un nouvel amant qui était un homme d’une quarantaine 
d’années. Saturnin se décida à rester dans la ruelle jusqu’à 
ce qu’elle revienne. Si elle était seule il lui parlerait. Il at- 
tendit des heures. Vers minuit elle revint seule. Il lui parla: 

« Tu te rends compte? » lui cria-t-il tout de suite. « Tu 
te pourris. C'est une honte ». 

Il faisait une belle nuit claire, mais Saturnin ne pouvait 
distinguer les traits du visage d’Agathe. Il vit simplement 
qu’elle haussait les épaules. 

« Va-t-en », dit-elle. « Je fais ce qui me plait ». 

Cependant les Joureau s’inquietaient de ce que Véroni- 
que ne vint plus à la ferme. Ils songèrent à une querelle 
d’amoureux. Au lieu de questionner Saturnin, ils confèrent 
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leurs soupcons aux parents de Véronique qui recommande- 
rent à leur fille de retourner chez les Joureau. Elle obeit,. 
pour ne pas avoir d’explications a fournir, et elle amena avect 
elle une amie en sorte qu’il n’y ait pas de conversation inti-: 
me entre elle et Saturnin. Saturnin trouva tout de méme le: 
‘moyen de lui apprendre dans quelles circonstances il avait 
revu Agathe à Rigny. 

« C'est une fille perdue», dit Saturnin. «Il n'y a plus: 
d'espoir ». 

Il lui dépeignit la situation d’Agathe: 

«J'ai un camarade qui est aux bureaux de la briqueterie. . 
Il m’a dit qu’Agathe ne ferait pas long feu dans la maison ».. 


Personne ne songeait à défendre Agathe. Véronique sem-: 
bla très troublée par sa détresse. Mais Saturnin prit la main, 
de Véronique, et la jeune fille embrassa Saturnin. 


Tout s’oublie dans ces élans soudains, et la vie reprend 
son vol sans qu’on ait le droit d’en connaitre la raison. Vé- 
ronique et Saturnin ne purent jamais se garder toutefois 
d'évoquer le souvenir d'Agathe qui était, en dépit de tout, 
leur petite camarade. Ils avaient le vague sentiment qu'ils 
lui devaient leur bonheur. Alors pourquoi Agathe ne cessait- 
elle pas d’être tourmentee? Etait-il juste qu’elle se perde? 
La suite de l’histoire ne devait pas non plus être conforme 
à la justice. 

Véronique et Saturnin se rendirent à Rigny. Ils appri 
rent qu’Agathe était déjà partie. Ils se promenèrent dans le 
bourg. Il faisait ce jour là un temps magnifique, tout empli 
de paix. Les roses fleurissaient derrière les grilles des cou: 
rettes et dans les jardins. Ils vinrent s'asseoir sur le parapet 
du pont. Quelque chose leur semblait perdu à jamais et il 
n’y avait pourtant pas une ombre dans leur bonheur. 


«Regarde les branches dans la rivière », disait Saturnin. 


Les branches des buissons bas remuaient dans le courant 
clair. Véronique dit qu'elle avait l'impression qu’un évène- 
ment extraordinaire devait se produire. Jusqu’à quel endroit 
avait pu rouler la chaîne d’or qu’Agathe avait jetée dans la 
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rivière? Cette chaîne était-elle effacée du monde? Ils revin- 
‘ent à la ferme et les évènements suivirent leur cours. 

| Deux ans après eurent lieu les fiancailles, puis on an- 
ıonca le mariage. On pensait peut-être moins souvent à Aga- 
‘he, mais lorsque son souvenir revenait c'était comme une 
louleur aiguë et l’on éprouvait le besoin d’aller à sa recher- 
she. On espérait si vivement la rencontrer que cela ne pouvait 
manquer d’arriver. La mére Bercloux devait elle-méme igno- 
er où était sa fille. Ainsi le dimanche on rödait du côté de la 
Fumasse, on courait les chemins. Méme on explora les villa- 


Ly amo — \ci-tatée 


ses des environs. Pour ces promenades plus longues ils pre- 
taient Vauto. Ils garaient la voiture sur la rive d'un champ 
st ils entraient dans les villages, comme des touristes, inter- 
rogeaient les gens, s’informaient d’Agathe Bercloux. 

| «Elle peut être à Reims, à Paris», disait Saturnin. 

| «Je suis sûre qu’elle n'est pas loin», assurait la jeune 
alle. 

Un dimanche, vers trois heures de l’après-midi, comme 
ls montaient la rue de Vaux, un village situé sur les collines 
2 dix lieues de Noselles, il furent étonnés d’entendre des 
ris dans une ruelle et des gens qui couraient. | 


« Menteuse, satanée garce, voleuse, c’est une voleuse. Il 
faudrait la tuer ». 

Ils furent aussitôt absolument sûr qu'il s'agissait d’Aga- 
the. Dès qu'ils entrérent dans la ruelle ils virent la fille 
idossée à un mur et qui faisait face à une vieille femme 
issistée de quelques gamins, de deux jeunes gars et d'un 
iomme. La vieille hurlait. Les gamins trépignaient, prêts à 
lancer des pierres qu'ils avaient déjà ramassées. Les gars 
araissaient ausi bien disposés à rigoler qu’à étrangler la fille. 
L'homme regardait gravement la scène sans manifester ses 
entiments. La vieille s’expliquait: 

«Elle m’a volé mes quelques sous. Je viens de les trou- 
er dans sa paillasse. Je l'avais prise à mon service par pure 
yonté d'âme. Elle mérite d’être fouettée jusqu’au sang ». 


« On vous avait dit de vous méfier », observa l’homme. 
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«Je suis trop bonne», hurla la vieille, «mais il faw 
qu’elle me rende tout mon argent vous entendez. Il n'y avai 
pas tout dans sa paillasse ». 

Agathe regardait fixement devant elle comme si elle ne 
voyait personne. Elle devait songer ardemment 4 fuir. C’était 
impossible. Les deux gars et l’homme s’avancerent vers elle: 

«On va te coffrer en attendant les gendarmes », disait 
l’homme. 

« Allons-y », souffla Saturnin. 

Véronique le comprit aussitôt, et elle s'élanca avec lui 
Personne ne les avait encore remarqués, et leur interventiont 
causa une surprise énorme. Les gars et l’homme furent inca 
pables de réagir. Saturnin et Veronique criaient 4 Agathe dex 
se sauver. La fille ne perdit pas un instant et dévala en co 4 
rant la ruelle. Véronique et Saturnin la suivirent, mais ils se: 
retournerent bientöt pour faire face aux gens qui s 'apprötaienti 
a donner la chasse. 

«La vieille est une voleuse», cria Saturnin. « Est-ce: 
qu'elle a payé Agathe une seule fois et comment l’a-t-elle: 
nourrie? Si vous voulez qu'on s’adresse à la police ». 

Il parlait à tout hasard, mais il devait avoir touché juste, 
parce que la vieille, qui lancait de nouvelles abominations,, 
tenta de retenir les gamins et les jeunes gens. On se contentai 
de lancer des pierres contre Saturnin et Véronique. Saturnin! 
revint en arrière pour boxer l’un des gars et finalement ill 
s'enfuit avec Véronique. 


Ils rejoignirent leur voiture. Agathe s’était blottie der-. 
rière la voiture. 


«Monte », dit Véronique. 

Saturnin démarra en hâte. On entendait des palabres dans 
le village. Les gens commencaient à s’ameuter. On fila sur 
la grand’route et bientôt on prit un chemin de traverse. 
Agathe resta d’abord étendue, immobile au fond de la voi- 


ture à côté de Véronique, puis elle remarqua que la main 
de Veronique saignait. 


«Ce n’est rien », dit Véronique. 
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Agathe s’empressa de prendre la main et d’etancher le 
sang avec le bas de sa jupe. 
«Il faut s'arréter », a Agathe. « Je connais des herbes. 
Saturnin, arrete! » 


Saturnin arréta la voiture à l’angle d’un petit bois. 

«Ce n’etait pas la peine », dit Veronique. 

| Mais Agathe descendit aussitót, et chercha des herbes. 
¡Sans doute elle prit n'importe quelles herbes. Ils s'assirent 
tous sur le talus et Agathe fit un pansement avec une habileté 
létonnante. Ce fut après seulement qu'ils songérent à se re- 


garder. Il ne trouvaient pas de paroles mais ils se regardaient 
| lavidement. Le visage d’Agathe rayonnait d’une confiance in- 
ifinie. 
«Alors tu vas venir avec nous », dit Saturnin. 
«Tu vas venir », reprit Véronique. 

«Ne vous occupez pas de moi», dit Agathe. 


| Avant même qu’on eût le temps de comprendre, Agathe 
¡sétait levée et elle était entrée dans le bois. Ils coururent 
| derrière elle, mais ils ne trouvèrent aucune trace de la fille. 
'A un moment il leur sembla qu’une voix chantait dans le 
¡lointain, au fond du vallon où se perdait le bois. Ils revin- 
rent à Gache. Ils étaient à la fois très heureux et très attristés. 


| Le temps passa encore. On ne parvenait à avoir aucune 
| nouvelle d’Agathe. Véronique et Saturnin s'étaient mariés. 
‘Ils eurent deux bébés qui se trainerent dans la cuisine de la 
ferme et puis qui s’en allèrent courir autour du fumier, dans 
‘le jardin et toujours plus loin au milieu des champs. Satur- 
nin travaillait avec son père du matin au soir. 


Il suffit qu’un petit nombre d'années s'écoulent pour que 
‚le monde parfois se trouve change. C’est pourquoi l’etonne- 
‚ment de Saturnin, de Veronique, des Joureau et de bien des 
am fut assez modéré, lorqu’ils apprirent qu’Agathe Bercloux 
's’était mariée avec un garcon estimable qui s ’appelait Jacques 
Moreau, et qui vint bientôt s'établir a Rigny comme bour- 
relier en remplacement du vieux père Lacaille. Ils avaient 


aussi deux enfants âgés de cinq et six ans. 
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Bien entendu Véronique et Saturnin (les jeunes Joureau, 
comme on disait) ne tardérent pas à rendre visite aux Mo 
reau. C’était un dimanche aprés-midi. Agathe venait d’envoyer 
ses enfants au cinéma du patronage. Elle embrassa Véronique 
et Saturnin, et elle leur dit que son mari était 4 la péche. 

Une salle à manger avec des meubles anciens qui venaient 
de la famille Moreau. Un poste de radio. Une machine a 
coudre près de la fenêtre. Par la fenêtre on voyait la rivière. , 


«Quand je vous ai quittée, il y a huit ans de cela », J 


commença tout de suite Agathe, « je suis rentrée à la mai-. 
son ». | 

Elle avait fait six lieues et elle était arrivée à la bar-: 
rière aux environs de minuit. Elle essuya une terrible scène, 
Mme Bercloux, qui était sans nouvelles de sa fille depuis des 


mois, s'obstinait à croire qu’elle avait commis un grave m& 


fait. Mais sans transition elle passa de la malédiction à l’espé- 
rance. 

«Je viens justement de recevoir une lettre de ta tante »; 
dit la mère Bercloux. « Elle me demande ce que tu deviens: 
Elle a des rhumatismes. Elle voudrait t'avoir à son service 
et que tu la soignes ». 

La tante habitait Reims. Agathe prit le train le lende- 
main dès l’aube, après avoir rafistolé quelques vieilles nippes 
pendant les dernières heures de la nuit, puisqu'elle n’avait 
plus rien et que son bagage était resté à Vaux chez la vieille. 

«Je pensais à vous», dit Agathe. « La tante Justine m'a 
appris à me tenir. Je ne cessais pas de penser à vous deux ». 

Le reste de l’histoire s’&tait déroulé selon les coutumes. 
La tante Justine avait de très petites rentes et un bon renom 
dans le quartier. Jacques Moreau habitait aussi le quartier. 

Véronique et Saturnin ne se lassaient pas de regarder 
Agathe. Son apparence n’avait pas beaucoup changé. Agathe 
était toujours aussi élancée. Ses gestes, ses paroles avaient la 
même brusquerie qu’autrefois. Ses yeux simplement prenaient 
une douceur nouvelle, 


«Comme on change », dit Véronique sans songer. 
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« C’est le temps », répondit Agathe sur un ton machinal. 


Le temps, les coutumes, le miracle. Agathe aurait pu 


ju dire lequel ni à quel moment. On parla des enfants. Quand 
Saturnin et Véronique revinrent 4 Gache, ils ressentirent une 
joie inexplicable 4 se souvenir d’Agathe et de ses enfants. 
avait pu voir les enfants qui revenaient du patronage, au 
moment même où l’on prenait congé sur le seuil de la mai- 
bon. Enfin Saturnin et Véronique étaient montés dans l'auto 
kandis qu’Agathe les regardait, et il s'était passé une chose 
Strange. Saturnin n’avait pas appuyé sur le démarreur et pen- 
Want dix bonnes minutes, ils restèrent tous immobiles (sauf 
es enfants qui se roulaient dans la poussière). Il semblait 
qu’à ce moment là on allait saisir dans l’air une explication 
Hécisive, ou bien qu’à partir de cette heure tout serait égal 
jjusqu’a la fin des temps. « On va être en retard pour le di- 
her », avait dit Saturnin, mais cette parole n’avait aucun sens. 


| Personne ne peut connaitre ni les detours ni l’aboutis- 
yement des histoires. L’evenement le plus remarquable fut 
sans doute celui qui se produisit un an plus tard, mais on 
ne peut rien affirmer. 

Les familles Joureau et Moreau se revirent à maintes re- 
prises pendant l'été. En automne, il arriva, par certains jours 
de pluie, que Saturnin et Véronique eurent le désir d’aller 
faire une promenade entre la voie ferrée et la riviére, du 
26té de la Fumasse. Ils finirent par se confier cette lubie qui 
n’était pas la simple idée de revoir les lieux où l’on avait 
connu les agréments et les désespoirs de la jeunesse. 11 sem- 
blait qu'il fallait surprendre un fait, qui était demeuré ina- 
perçu, ou bien comme le passage rapide d'un signe. 

| Pendant l’hiver ils firent trois longues promenades à tra- 
vers les Rouets et la Fumasse, et le long de la rivière. Tou- 
jours les mêmes corbeaux, les freux et les corneilles mante- 
lées. Quelques mares s'étaient agrandies et d'autres refermées 
au coeur des graviers. Les buissons, les arbres, les labours 
demeuraient immuables. On retrouvait les hauts chardons, les 
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centaurées lumineuses, et ce voile de pluie qui tour à toux 
semble étouffer les choses ou faire paraitre la beauté des lieux 
dans une solitude divine. Au cours de la troisieme prome: 
nade, ils furent bouleversés par la rencontre d’Agathe, Ils le 
virent venir à eux, la tête nue sous la pluie, comme autrefois: 
Mais elle avait une cape transparente de nylon sur ses épau: 
les. Une allure si dégagée, si sauvage qu’il semblait qu’elld 
allait les accueillir avec des injures. Elle s’approcha d’eux: 
avec un air indifférent: 

«Je vais chez ma mère », dit-elle. « Je suis passée à tra: 
vers champs ». 

«Ce n’est pas vrai! », aurait voulu lui crier Saturnin: 
« Tu es venue ici, comme nous, pour voir quelque chose ». 

« Nous visitions une terre que nous avons par ici», 


. 
pondit Véronique. | 
Les yeux d'Agathe lancérent une sorte d'éclair. | 

« On t’accompagne », dit Saturnin. | 


On alla du côté de la barrière. On regardait les champs: 
les mares, les graviers et tout cela. | 


Rien ne se passa en ce jour. Ce fut pendant l’été, uni 
matin où une exceptionnelle chaleur d’orage baignait le fouill 
lis des buissons et des herbes le long de la rivière, alors 
que le ciel demeurait tout à fait bleu d’un bout à l’autre. 


Jacques Moreau, un homme qui se donnait toujours l’aini 
de ne rien comprendre, et que tenait la manie de péchert 
avait eu l’idée de proposer un pique-nique, certain dimanche: 
du côté de la Fumasse, au bord de l’eau. On s'était retrouvé 
au bosquet de Liziere et on arrivait justement avec les gosse« 
sur le haut d’un tertre qui domine le tournant de la riviere: 
Il y avait au creux du tournant ce grand arbre mort que 
les courants avaient charrié et finalement coincé contre la 
rive, il y avait bien longtemps, avant la naissance d’Agathe: 
de Saturnin et de Véronique. 


Jamais les eaux n’avaient été aussi basses. Ils s'étaient 
arrêtés pour regarder l’arbre et à ce moment un enfant sortit 
d'un buisson et descendit le talus, au-dessus de l'arbre. I 
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#elanca dans les branches pourries, et se laissa glisser jusqu’au 
liveau de la rivière. On se demandait comment les branches 
je s'étaient pas brisées sous le poids, mais on était trop sur- 
| Tis et l’enfant agissait avec une telle rapidité qu'on ne put 
intervenir. L’enfant se pencha autant qu'il était possible, et 
blongeant dans l’eau son bras nu, il en retira une chaîne d'or, 
fui était ornée de pendeloques. Agathe avait páli comme si, 
mort soudain s’imprimait sur son visage. 
«Il faut lui reprendre le truc», s'écria Saturnin. 


: Il s’élanga avec Véronique. Jacques Moreau resta seul 
Avec les gosses, parce qu’Agathe avait suivi Véronique. L’en- 
Want remontait déjà le talus. Ses regards étaient fiers, quoi- 
fue son visage demeurät baigné d'une douceur enfantine. Il 
h'eut pas l'air de s'inquiéter de ceux qui arrivaient. Il se 
lissa derrière un buisson, puis se mit à courir à grandes fou- 
ées paisibles, comme s’il était sûr que personne au monde 
ie pouvait le rattraper. 


« Laissez-le », disait Agathe. 


«Il ne faut pas qu'il emporte cette chaîne. Ça fera des 
fhistoires », dit Saturnin. « Véronique, passe de ce côté ». 


Il fallut courir bon train, pendant une demi-heure, avant 


ikout son long et parut incapable de se relever. La chaine, 
qui lui avait échappé, brillait 4 quelques pas au milieu des 
iloierres. Tout de suite on fut à ses côtés. Saturnin ramassa la 
®haine. Véronique s’agenouilla et remarqua que les jambes 
Me Venfant saignaient. Il s'était tourné sur le côté. 

| Personne ne songeait 4 prononcer un mot. On considé- 
lrait cet enfant qui devait être âgé d'une douzaine d'années. Sa 
chemisette bleue, sa culotte courte de velours gris ne permet- 
Ötaient guère de dire à quel milieu il appartenait. Dans ses 
regards il y avait un calme extraordinarire. Lui-méme exa- 
Imina avec patience ses poursuivants et il parla le premier. 


| Il dit: 
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« Rendez-moi ma chaine ». 

«Il faut te soigner d’abord », dit Véronique. 
Agathe était demeurée silencieuse 4 quelques pas de 
« Rendez-moi d’abord ma chaîne », reprit l’enfant. 

« Rends-lui sa chaîne », dit Agathe à Saturnin. 


Les yeux de Saturnin rencontrèrent les regards d’Agath 
comme autrefois. À cet instant une idée bizarre lui traversa 
l'esprit. Il songea à la croix d’or qu'Agathe portait sur sa 
poitrine et il songea aux beaux seins d’Agathe, tels qu'il le 
avait vus autrefois. Saturnin baissa les yeux et donna la 
chaîne à l'enfant. 


«Maintenant », dit Véronique avec douceur. 


Mais déjà l'enfant, avec une prestesse inouie, s'était dress 
J > > | 


sé, et fuyait dans la lande. On le vit disparaître derrière um 
talus envahi par les hautes herbes. On courut jusqu’au talus: 
Il ne fut pas possible de retrouver la trace du gamin. J acque 
Moreau ne demanda absolument aucune explication quand 


les autres revinrent auprès de lui. C’etait un homme tacii 
turne, quoiqu’il füt affable. Mais il pouvait aussi connaître 
des choses que tout le monde ignorait. 


Pendant des semaines Saturnin entreprit de rechercher 
Venfant dans tous les environs. Il eut patience d'attendre la 
sortie des écoles ä Rigny et dans les villages voisins. Il in- 
terrogea les instituteurs, les curés et pas mal de gens. « Sar 
qu'il ne pouvait venir de bien loin », répétait Saturnin. Il ne 
trouva jamais la moindre trace. 


Un soir d’hiver, comme Saturnin et Véronique, pour 
amuser leurs gosses, étaient allés avec eux se promener le 
long de la voie et cueillir des mires, ils eurent le plaisir de 
voir venir le grand train qui, comme il arrivait souvent, stop- 
pa devant la boucle et repartit aussitöt avec une lenteur con- 
sidérable. Il faisait nuit. Ils apercurent les fläneurs du wagon 
restaurant, le général en premiere classe, et la foule des troi- 
siémes. Dans un couloir de troisiéme il y avait un enfant qui 
se tenait debout et regardait, sans rien voir, vers la campa- 
gne. C'était l'enfant à la chaîne. Il portait des habits assez 
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nisérables. Ils le reconnurent parfaitement, et à l’instant mé- 
he où ses regards passérent 4 la hauteur de Véronique et de 
Jaturnin, il eut un sourire trés beau. 

Le train disparut du côté du pont de Noselles. Saturnin 
It Véronique regardèrent la Fumasse et la région de la ri- 
lière, que la nuit envahissait déjà: 

«Il se passe toujours des choses dans ce pays perdu. 
leux-tu m’expliquer...? » 

| un n’y avait rien à expliquer. La vie continua sans heurts 
iu milieu des profondes habitudes, tout au moins dans ces 
innées là. 
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GRECE 


I 


Je tancerai la ville aux carreaux intelligents 
à distance un tablier un éboulis de boîtes 
d'allumettes je toucherai son coeur 

tunique d’ail la peau du rouget 

qui séche sur le quai — je créverai la place 
le Karst et la nécrose dont Pentonnoir 
arrache en renäclant les dalles 


et blanchit passionnément politique 

et la périphérie est plantée de pénombre 
méditerranéen le platane 

ses accords sont plaqués aux maisons 

et puis la passe alternative 

contre le mur — pas plus avant. 


il 


L’ocean de goudron abolissait mes soutes 
indigo denses ses boulevards bouillaient 


la Crète me terrifie l'étrange 
blancheur de la lèpre 
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et l’Ida pèse rêve obèse 
massif sur la Messara 


le nuage de chyle est rose 
et ridicule que brasse le meltem 


grands dieux jai mal. 


ATHÈNES 


Servilités stridentes et haut-tendues 
au carrefour 

quand tire ma soif et 

filijorme court 

sous le ciel anonyme. 


ABSOLUMENT 


¡Absolument la terre opaque épouvantable un marron glacé 
une bouillie d’esclaves 

il y a là matière à sagesse 

billot et le soc a tranché la nuque de l'aurore 


il trace des sillons épais 
‘espérons que je trouve — la saleté pénètre sous mes ongles 
je gratte furieusement le zeste de la terre. 
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POUXIS ATTIQUE 


Et je Paime 
conforme souveraine 
aux reflets du plomb 
Polive — 

à sa lèvre la salive 
place un glacé 


séductrice des doigts 
souple bandée 
la poulpe — 


viscères de glaise palpitante 
membrane aux minces bords. 


CIRCÉ 


En cristal de bohéme l'oeil est cloué béant parmi les am: 
douillers 

il pend et tinte lustre d’eau 

et se baigne miroir 

dont je bois Péquivoque infusion — nous réfléchissons. 
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CHANT DE L’ESPOIR 


“Vieux guerrier taciturne, mon maitre, le plus ancien des 
jreres, te voici parvenu à l’étape du recueillement et des 
fnpes vermeilles, te voici enfin dégagé de l’ötouffante main 
lle dieu, tel qu'autrefois t’enfanta le plus pauvre des soleils. 
iWinterroge plus. Vie et mort associent leurs indivisibles pou- 
poirs, parachèvent le cercle, double image de l’épi. Pose ta 
déte sur ma poitrine. Ne dis plus que la terre est mauvaise; 


dy ° 3 È . des 
re dis plus que l’orage mine ta maison. S'il est vrai que tu 
| 


lis moissonne le fer plus souvent que le seigle, sil est vrai 
sue depuis ta venue au monde tu tes mille fois déchiré, 
Inille fois meurtri à cerner ton angoisse, à vouloir re- 
\oudre l’incohérence de ta condition, ne devines-tu pas sous 
\’épine du chardon, sous la griffe des monstres, la chaleur du 
lour nouveau qui déjà étoile ton front? Ah! Redonne sa 
thance au réflexe primitif, a Vintransigeance ancestrale; que 
les enfants fassent de l’histoire l’occasion qui ensemence; 
wils aiment et remercient. Un chant léger, messager de 
l’inespéré, ébranchera ton chemin, agrandira ton présent, puis 
l'era ton départ moins farouche, moins solitaire. 

6 vieille barque titubante qu’ils s’attendaient à voir couler 
sntre les deux rives et qui dure, dure, 6 vie encore une fois 
jauvée, à tous ceux qui se moquent, à tous ceux qui te trom- 
vent, à tous ceux qui salissent ta bouche, ma réponse est ta 


liberté, la suprématie de ta liberté: ma victoire!”. 
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L’ETROITE MOISSON DE NOS CHAMPS 
EST EN FLEUR 


D’autres invoqueront peut-être Pabsurde nécéssité de vi: 
vre, Pobscure main du destin ou la bonté du créateur. Ils: 
inventeront des légendes au fond desquelles ensevelir leurs: 
maisons. Ils nieront leur témoignage. 

Ces masques n’ont pas d'honneur. 

Il me suffit de me savoir environné, vulnérable, comme: 
il me suffit d’aimer cette terre douloureuse, chaque jour per-: 
due, chaque jour reconquise, que ni l'immense orgueil dest 
hommes, ni leurs crimes, ni leurs clameurs, ni rien ne lasserai 
jamais. Je me suis placé sous la protection millénaire de l’hom- 
me dans son refus de la mort injuste, la fougère géante qui 
dévore et nourrit. Je consens à la loi. 

Étoiles du matin je ne chercherai plus vos tombes. Voici 
les mines sans joyaux mais sans famine du moins, les mines 
inépuisables. Ces chemins que vivifie l’âpre vent venu du 
| large, ces rivages que ferment le lever et le coucher du soleil 
sont à moi, où l’on peut apprendre à écouter son coeur battre. 


TRÊVE 


Mon corps touchait les deux extrémités de la terre, en 
pénétrait Podorante rêverie. Les bras du matin se soulevant 
Jusqu'à moi m’entouraient de leur fidélité, de leur chaleur.. 
Satisfaction de céder aux flots d’un fleuve sans limites, de 
rompre d’implacables hostilités, blanche confluence. Le pasi 
mécanique du marcheur s'était arrêté. Comme un surcroît! 
d'existence. Jallais aborder la statue devenue vivante, je crie-- 
rais son nom, ses lèvres se refermeraient sur moi, et le sang 
plus rouge... Toute proche une brise adolescente qui s’émer- « 
veillait de la royale signification de la mer augmenta telle-- 


9 x O O 
ment l’espace de mon poème que je ne pus en fair le tour. 


—— 
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STELE DU TAUREAU 
Le Thor, VAUCLUSE 


Secret qui sombrez dans la pierre, 
exprime la ow nous allons, 
au grand jour se retrouvant 


= 


vivant notre joie à ses yeux. 


Au tremblement d'une masure, 
à la date prise à son seuil, 
vous répondez de mille averses 


nourriture de nos soleils. 


Animal ceint d’une tiare, 

la mémoire ne lui manquait pas, 
le ciel alourdi sur ses cornes, 
figurait son démembrement. 


Route qu’il ouvrait, qwil menait, 

par le feu d'une aile à ses flancs 
la dalle allongeait tous ses pas, 

le temps débordait sur son ombre. 
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LES CHARDONS 


Bourreaux qui demelez les tetes 
votre pouvoir est reflechi; 

qu’il en soit oté Pamertume 
dune échelonnante paresse. 


Vous ne savez pas où poser 
la marche de votre franchise; 
l'habitude vous contredit; 

la vue d’un seul sommet enlise 
votre domaine d’explosions. 


Le vif a battu votre plainte, 

la bouche du jour est sur vous, 
rendant lascives vos épines, 
ébruitant votre multitude 
d’epanouissantes chaleurs; 

lits chargés de tous nos échanges, 
sables et cendres d’avenir. 


L’OLIVIER 


L’age grandit, le lieu marque un 
Midi, 

Oü Polivier rejoint la ruine sans 

Sombrer. 

Corps parent mais brûlé dans son 
Denouement d’arbre. 

Tout grée de chaleur 

Il révéle sa source tarie sous 

Le soleil 


Maitresse roue sur lui et préférée 
Peut-étre. 
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LA DISPARITION DE L'HOMME 


La Nature est si belle que l’homme éprouve le besoin 
le répéter partout son image; et, en premier lieu, la sienne 
propre qui occupe à ses yeux une situation privilégiée. Ceci 
[ru point que, dans nos périodes classiques, l’homme est obsédé 
bar l’homme: il n'écoute que lui, il n'exprime que lui, il 
bourrait faire sienne universellement cette parole de Socrate: 
N Les arbres ne m’apprennent rien, l’objet de mon étude se 
irouve dans la ville ». Fréquentez les concerts, visitez les mu- 
lées, vous n’entendrez, vous ne verrez que ce qui plait à 
l’homme, ce qui exalte son esprit créateur ou flatte ses sen- 


Cette continuité dans la représentation de l’homme n’en- 
lrendre pas la monotonie parce qu’elle est variée à l'infini. Si 
inéme les portraits d'une époque se ressemblent entre eux, les 
Époques diffèrent tellement entre elles que rien ne paraît rap- 
brocher une figure byzantine d'un portrait de La Tour. Mais 
bnfin c'est toujours l’homme et, sinon l’homme, ce qui le tou- 
the, l'humain. 

Une question se pose: l’homme est-il animé par l'amour 
He la beauté ou par l’amour de soi? Nous disions: la Nature 
ast si belle... Mais puisqu'il ne s’agit pas tant de la Nature 
que d’une certaine part de cette Nature, d’un microcosme qui 
ast censé refléter l'univers, n'est-ce pas simplement l'attitude 
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de Narcisse? L’homme serait prisonnier de son image, comm 
telle femme qui ne vit que par et pour le regard qui se p 
sur elle. Tous ceux qui ont vraiment aimé la Nature, qu'ils 
la confondent avec Dieu ou qu'ils len distinguent, seront e 
pendant de Vavis de Spinoza: Vétre de la substance n’appar- 
tient pas à l’essence de l' homme; l’homme n'était pas née 


salire, 


| 
Or il se trouve que l’homme a disparu progressivement desti 


images qu'il a créées. Cela ne s’est pas fait tout d'un coup, 
et l'on peut marquer les étapes de cette disparition. D'abord! 
s’est marquée l’importance progressive de l’objet par rapporti 


à l'homme: il s’agit de l’objet usuel, qui est encore au ser- 
vice de l’homme: verres où trempent des roses, paniers rem- 
plis de bouteilles, animaux qui jouent sur le tapis, fenêtres! 
ouvertes sur le paysage. C’est ce à quoi nous habituent lesi 
Hollandais. Ou encore, chez eux également, ce sont les specta- 
cles de la Nature, mais encore rapportés plus ou moins à un: 
spectateur humain. De même que les maisons étaient des inte-: 
rieurs, les paysages sont ou des canaux creusés par l’homme; 
cu des ports pleins de marchandises. Partout, invisible et pré- 
sent, se trouve l’homme, en donateur. 

Un pas plus loin, c’est le paysage pour le paysage, le ciel 
qui fait oublier la terre, l’oc&an avec ses tempêtes, la terre 
sans ses habitants. L’apothéose en Occident de cette concep- 
tion du paysage est marquée par le romantisme allemand. Un 
nom doit étre cité, celui du peintre Kaska David Friedrich, 
né aux bords de la Baltique, et dont David disait: « Voilà un 
homme qui a découvert la tragédie du paysage! ». La Nature 
absorbe son contemplateur, ce n’est plus un miroir qui la ré- 
fléchit. Quand la lune se lève, observée par des personnages 
représentés de dos et enveloppés d’un léger brouillard, le cos- 
mique a remplacé l’humain. Mais c’est encore un spectacle 
naturel. Au XX° siècle, la Nature aura disparu, après l’homme, 
Inutile de reparler ici de l’art abstrait, de la peinture non: 
figurative, etc... L'homme est désorienté devant ce qui a été 
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A! i> ld . . n ; . . 
‚ree par lui, il cherche à retrouver son image, et il ne la re- 
Wrouve pas dans ce qui a été pourtant son oeuvre. 


Arrivés á ce point extréme, demandons-nous s'il peut exis- 
er un art privé de toute référence á ce qui peut étre tou- 
‘hé, senti, goûté, vu, etc... Nous verrons que c'est impossible. 
ly a toujours un départ de la chose vue, sentie... et il y en 
81 toujours un rappel. Pignon à qui André Warnod demandait 
vil abandonnait tout contact avec la Nature, répondit: 

« Pas du tout. J’estime, certes, que le peintre a mieux à 
| aire que copier exactement un objet tel qu’il apparaît à ses 
ireux, mais cet objet est toujours présent. J’entends lui garder 
bt son originalité et sa poésie. En revanche, j’estime avoir le 
droit d'en donner une image qui m’appartient en propre, de 


iprocéder par allusions, de retranscrire cet objet, de le styliser, 
He le déformer, si j'en éprouve le besoin » *. 

Un degré plus loin, l’objet peut étre considéré comme 
jinséparable des objets voisins. C'est ce que pensent Bazaine 
let Lapicque. Le tableau de Bazaine représentant Le peintre 
jet son modèle pourrait se composer de deux objets: le peintre 
lavec sa palette et son entourage, puis le modele — en fait, 
I ces deux objets constituent un autre objet qui est le ta- 
‘bleau de 

Esteve va encore plus loin: «la création d'un tableau est 
celle d'un objet nouveau ». Le peintre ne reproduit plus rien, 
crée; et il se laisse guider par ce qui est créé par lui pour 
er plus avant. C'est l’avenir qui commande le présent. N'est- 
e pas ce que Mallarmé parlant de l’enfantement du poème 
appelait « les débris du futur »? « Une verticale est-elle tracée? 
e reste devient fatalement tributaire de cette verticale, et 
le tableau part dans une direction imprévue... Pour moi un 
tableau qui nait, c'est une aventure qui commence ». La 
« chose » prend naissance sous la main qui étend les couleurs, 
au lieu de lui dicter ses propres contours. Cela est á rappro- 


ne 


* Cf. Arts, 9 mars 1945. 
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cher de la conception de Picasso: « Je ne sais pas par avanc 
ce que je mettrai sur la toile, pas plus que je ne decide 
d’avance les couleurs à utiliser. Chaque fois que je peins u 
tableau, j’ai la sensation de me jeter dans le vide». Et Pi 
casso souligne la part d’inconscience de la création: « Le pein 
tre fait de la peinture comme un besoin urgent de se déchar 
ger de ses sensations et de ses visions ».* 

L’abstraction qui est valable en art n’est pas quelque ch 
se qui soit sans rapport avec la réalité. C'est quelque chose. 
comme l'écrit justement Jean Bazaine, qui se situe au-delà de 
la réalité. Ce n’est pas un jeu, une fantasmagorie, le luxe d 
décor, c’est à partir du réel, la découverte d’un monde 
s'ajoute à lui et qui, finalement lui équivaudrait. 


A ce propos, Jean Bazaine parle excellemment de la dif- 


férence qu'il faut faire entre la Nature et la réalité. La Nature, 


dirons-nous 4 notre tour, est un chaos qui nous est commun: 
avec tous les êtres qui ont des sensations; la réalité est lei 
découpage que nous opérons dans la Nature et qui varie sui-: 
vant les civilisations. Ce que nous nommons réalité est le pro- 
duit d'une abstraction ou le reflet de notre vie intérieure, par: 
fois les deux. 

Les époques où la fidélité au réel est la plus affichée: 
sont aussi celles où l’absiraction est la mieux déguisée sous: 
le masque de cette fidélité. L'école classique du XVII° siècle,, 
loin d’avoir pour modèle la Nature comme elle le proclame, ai 
pour modèle un réel idéalisé. S’il en était autrement, Poussin! 
n'aurait pas été, par exemple, en butte aux critiques de Phi-: 
lippe de Champaigne qui, à propos de la Rebecca du premier, 
lui reproche de n'avoir pas représenté les chameaux dont! 
PÉcriture fait mention. A quoi Le Brun réplique: « M. Pous-. 
sin a rejeté les objets bizarres qui pouvaient débaucher l'oeil 
du spectateur et l’amuser à des minuties ». 


Qu'est-ce à dire, sinon que l’objet de Poussin n’a pas été 


* Cité par Zervos dans les Cahiers d’Art. 
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fe réel au sens propre du terme, mais le vrai, ou plutôt le 


aisemblable? 


Gérard de Lairesse, qui vivait à la fin du XVII siècle, 


fans avoir copié d’abord l'ouvrage d'un bon maître; qu'il ne 
aut pas imiter n'importe quoi, et enfin qu'il faut observer 
Ya vraisemblance. C’est une faute pour Raphaël d’avoir figuré 
| Adam recevant une pomme, appuyé sur un arbre mort, pomme 
Hendue par Eve occupée à filer une quenouille — parce qu'il 
"st peu vraisemblable que dans le Paradis terrestre il y eût 
im arbre mort, et que la quenouille fat déjà inventée. 

1 Il est nécessaire de tenir compte de ce qui convient: pour 
t eprésenter Apollon vainqueur du serpent Python, il faut choi- 
fir un site sauvage. Il y a des règles à suivre pour les tableaux, 
it, comme il y a quatre sortes de tableaux: tableaux histori- 
ues, poétiques, moraux, et allégoriques, il y a quatre sortes 
ile règles. On voit la rigueur de cette esthétique, et combien 
Bile est peu « naturelle ». 

L'art classique procède par exclusion; là réside sa force. 
{L'art nomade qui ne représente que les animaux, l’art mu- 
lulman qui ne figure que le décor aussi, mais ils nous parais- 
lent plus exclusifs parce qu'il laissent l’homme de côté). Le 
baysage, à partir de Giotto, n’est considéré que comme un 
lécor, un fond; les Italiens ne s’y intéressent pas, sauf à 
fi enise; et cela dure jusqu’à David qui écrivait: « Il faudrait 
ióliminer le paysage des ateliers » — le seul grand paysagiste 
bn France étant Claude Lorrain. 

| Tout cela signifie qu’à l’époque même où l’art adoptait 
la maxime de Boileau: « Rien n’est beau que le vrai », il ne 
brétendait qu’à représenter la réalité dans ce qu’elle avait de 
«vrai» ou plutôt de «vraisemblable» («le vrai peut quel- 
juefois n'être pas vraisemblable ») c’est-à-dire d’après une 
sertaine catégorie de l'idéal — ce qu’a souligné Malraux lors- 
que, à propos du mot, scandaleux en apparence, de Pascal: 
«Quelle folie d'admirer des objets dont on n'admirerait pas 
les modeles », il écrit que ce n'est pas une erreur de la part 
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de Pascal, mais l’affırmation d’une esthétique, et que « celle-ci 
exige moins la peinture de beaux objets que celle d’objets 
imaginaires qui, devenus réels, seraient beaux ». 


Mais, dira-t-on, l’homme demeure le modéle et l’archétype 
de la Nature dans cette conception classique? A la réflexion 
nous n’en sommes plus aussi sûr que tout à l’heure. Ou bien il 
s’agit d’un homme qui nous paraît actuellement bien abstrait, 
et cela même dans les figures les plus sensibles, dans les nus 
les plus sensuels. Voyez le Concert Champétre de Giorgione: 
la musique a cessé, les personnages n’écoutent plus, la fem- 
me dresse, indifférente, l’architecture de son corps, tout ce 
que nous appelons humain est absent... 


Si nous portions le regard sur l’art de la Chine et du 
Japon, nous trouverions cette fois de veritables absences... Ceux 
qui ont pratiqué ces esthetiques ont fait ressortir combien, par 
exemple, dans la representation du paysage, le peintre chinois 
obeit 4 un imperatif tellurique — il ne représente pas les 
accidents de la surface, il suggére les mouvements géologiques, 
le travail de l’infrastructure. L’art des bouquets au Japon est 
tout entier conventionnel et symbolique. En Chine, mille ans 
avant Ruysdaél, la representation du paysage est une mani- 
festation que nous dirions religieuse: l’homme et la Nature 
ne font qu'un, comme dans les poésies de Goethe. Tchi-hiou 
s’ecrie: « Quand je suis ivre, je prends dans mes mains les 
montagnes et les nuages ». Alors que, chez Vermeer, l’immen- 
sité du monde est suggérée par les cartes géographiques et les 
mappemondes, que l’intérieur même de l’appartement ressem- 
ble au creux d’un miroir qui en donne un raccourci saisissant, 
le peintre chinois étale sur un rouleau de soie un paysage sans 
horizon d’où l’homme est absent. Le Grec, Pygmalion, anime 
une statue à son image, et, pour prendre un mythe correspon- 
dant, le peintre Wang-Wei aprés avoir peint une grotte s’iden- 
tifie tellement à elle qu'il disparaît au-dedans d’elle; elle 
s'ouvre pour l’absorber, alors que la statue de Pygmalion se 
dresse en face de celui-ci comme une créature indépendante. 
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a-t-on pour autant que l’artiste chinois est plus proche de 

réalité? Non: celle-ci n’est rien qu’une conception humaine 
5 i 

Ventrée dans le rocher est une invention de magicien; 


imme les figures byzantines supposent une initiation à un 
stere. 


Posons-nous maintenant la question: Si l’homme dispa- 
it à notre époque de l’art, comme il en a disparu à bien 
autres — et nous avons essayé de montrer que l’époque 
assique n'était si favorable à l’homme qu’en apparence et 
ins d’etroites limites — est-ce un dommage essentiel? Cer- 
ins le croient, qui, avec raison, soutiennent qu'il existe un 
en profond entre un art et une civilisation. Est-ce pour no- 
e civilisation un signe de décadence et de mort? On peut 
| prétendre; nous inclinons, pour notre part, de l’autre côté. 

D'abord, l'artiste peut-il faire autrement? Car on se de- 
ande toujours ce qu'il faut faire, si on veut ou ne veut pas 
y faire, on ne se demande pas si c’est faisable. Les Goncourt 
vaient raison: «On n’écrit pas les livres qu’on veut», — 
artiste contemporain pourrait dire lui aussi: Je ne peins 
as ce que je veux, ni comme je veux. Il est impossible de 
monter le courant de l’époque où le hasard nous a fait 
aitre; tout ce qui est en notre pouvoir, c'est de l’infléchir 
ans le sens de notre tempérament, d’imprimer a la monnaie 
immune qui a cours le sceau de notre sensibilité. Il n’y a 
our l’artiste qu’un devoir: utiliser au maximum ses possibi- 
tés. Bernard Dorival écrit trés justement: «le changement 
t la loi de ce qui vit» — et à propos de notre âge: « Ce 
est pas un âge de Sommes... ». Comment aller contre? Il est 
npossible de créer sans amour, et l'amour est du domaine 
e la faveur. 

Tout le monde nous concédera également que la figura- 
on de l’homme par le portrait, telle qu’elle a été poursuivie 
a siècle dernier, est, exception faite d’incontestables chefs- 
‘oeuvre, — une entreprise désastreuse. Le visage de l’homme 
été défiguré par ceux qui l’ont reproduit. Et la photogra- 
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phie a recu là un triste héritage. Vouloir retrouver l’homm 
dans une pareille image, c'est confondre l’anthropomorphism: 
avec Phumanisme. 

C’est en effet se mentir à soi-même que de prétendre re 
trouver ses traits dans son miroir. Aucune littérature n'es 
plus mensongère que celle du journal intime. Il devrait étr: 
inutile de dénoncer cette illusion, mais elle renait tous le 
jours, et il faut répéter tous les jours: non, l’homme ne ss 
connait pas en se regardant, sa réalité est plus secréte. 

Oserai-je le dire? Il me semble que les artistes qui now 
touchent le plus par leur humanité au cours des âges son: 
ceux qui ont su garder les masques sur les visages, ou pluto 
qui ont su en inventer. Nous avons intérêt à les croire su 
parole, à participer à cette demi-duperie qui suscite l’émo 
tion: masques de Goya, de Rouault, masques de Wattean 
de Derain et tant d’autres! Un poète mineur l’a dit à propo 
de simples femmes, du temps où il y avait un Carnaval 
«Le masque est si charmant que j'ai peur du visage ». La 
charme, disons: le sortilege du masque n'est pas dans kk 
masque, il est dans cette imperceptible distance qui le sépars 
du visage et qui sauve celui-ci du quotidien (la vie réduits 
à elle-même n'est qu’une anecdote). 

Enfin disons, pour nous rassurer s’il le faut, que l’hom 
me ne peut s'empêcher de secréter de l'humain. A traven 
les damiers les plus géométriques ou dans la jungle des cou 
leurs pures transparait ce que l’homme voulait cacher ou ju 
geait hors de propos d'exprimer. Sans doute notre époque 
est-elle foncierement hostile à ce genre si touchant d’imagi 
nation qui consiste à tracer des repères pour les émotions el 
à composer ainsi un itinéraire sentimental: tout le long de 
la Méditerranée, on vous montre les ports où Ulysse a abordé 
en Terre Sainte les étapes de la vie du Christ, à Rome sum 
la Voie Appienne les empreintes des pas de Saint Pierre 
rencontrant le Christ: Quo Vadis, Domine? Ces enfantilla 
ges ont leur grandeur. Qui sait si la part de divin qui es 
dans l’homme ne réside pas dans ce côté sublime de l'en 
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ince? Laissons cela, c'est du passé (un passé qui est peut- 
re aussi un avenir). Pour le moment, je me promène dans 
n univers où «je» mai pas d'écho, Est-ce à dire que cet 
nivers m'échappe entièrement? Il en est peut-être de lui 
omme de ces forêts que l’on croit issues du sol même, alors 
u'elles ont été plantées par des navigateurs avec des essen- 
es exotiques. Cette terre même que nous foulons, et qui 
ous paraît si étrangère à notre propre nature, cette terre 
ompacte et inexpressive, n'est-elle pas, comme l'écrit le poète 
rabe, composé des débris de la vie végétale et des ossements 
ulvérisés des animaux et des hommes? Marche doucement 
ur ces êtres qui dorment leur dernier sommeil. Leur sub- 
tance, malgré leur défiguration, est analogue à la tienne. 


her le débat entre les partisans de la définition de Poussin * 
t ceux de la définition de Sérusier: ** 


| Une réflexion singulière de Picasso me paraît bien tran- 


«Il n’y a pas d'art abstrait. Il faut toujours commencer 
ar quelque chose. On peut par la suite enlever toute appa- 
ence de réalité, il n’y a plus de danger, car l’idée de l’objet 
laissé son empreinte ineffaçable ». 

_ «Empreinte ineffaçable », voilà matière à réverie. Robin- 
on entrevoit une trace de pas à demi effacés sur le sable — 
| sait que son île est habitée. Ne craignons donc rien, rien 
l'est compromis de ce qui est le privilège de l’homme. Nous 
vons seulement pris une trop longue habitude des corps bien 
ernés, des visages bien dessinés. Une branche pliée ne suffit 
lus pour nous suggérer l'abandon, ni un regard tourné en 
rrière, pour signifier un don irrévocable, comme c'est le 
as dans l’art chinois. Nous nous sommes accoutumés à ne 
omprendre que ce que nous pensions pouvoir prendre. Et 
ous n’aimons que ce que nous croyons fait pour nous aimer. 


* Poussin: La peinture est l’imitation faite avec lignes et couleurs 
de tout ce qui se voit dessous le ciel. 
** SÉRUSIER: Un tableau est une surface plane couverte de couleurs 


en un certain ordre assemblées. 
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ae | harmonieuses et qui nous invitent par leur beauté à 
| templer, manquent de coeur ». Tout au contraire, l’objet 
nimé peut nous être fraternel. La muraille évoque le pris 
nier. Fabrice ayant été enfermé dans la tour Farnése, 1: 
Sanseverina lui écrit: «Je passe ma vie à étudier le gral 
mur à Vorient, c’est-à-dire du côté de Ferrare... ». 
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L’ENONCIATION * 


li, né du néant, nanti de mon aveuglante nudité, 
Pavance, charge d’une absence de fardeau, 

Dans les ruelles réelles, 

est par force, sous l’impulsion oppressante de ma force. 
Ma force est Pambition vaincue qui m’entraine. 
Dans la robe empesée par le froid du desastre, 
Lèvres soudées, je remonte à l’origine de Péchec, 
Et je retombe, prostré, aux pieds de ma statue. 
Les anneaux criards à mes doigts s'éclipsent 

gt la nuit chuchote sur la trace de ma chute. 
erreur, qui cherche sa croix dans mes forêts, 
fixe sur moi la prunelle pâle et monde du pôle. 


Peffeuille l’orchidée hagarde du vent 

Jui m’arrachait des lambeaux de vérité au tournant. 
le solidifie ma muette manie de mentir, 

Penclos dans mes os l’étincelle qui fait virer ma vie. 
le me nourris de mon cerveau 

— Bloc confit d’in-masticables questions — 

it, comble, colmate ses manques. 

le suis saturé d’alcool autocratique glacé. 


* Extrait de L’Ouverture de l’etre (à paraître). 
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Arraché à la barre imbrisable, 

Craché au sommet du mât tremblant, 

Ecoeuré, j'exulte, jassassine l’infâmie. 

Ignoble inquisiteur de mon ignominie, je me purifie, 
Scie parricide meurtrie! 


Je suis un bloc de nuit páli. Ivre de désir, 

Je m’embourbe au ralenti dans la päteuse aurore. 

Un chien s'amuse à saccager ma chance, 

Ramène à la surface consciente de ma fange 

La folie de mes affres, ma furie pantelante! 

Si elle succombait à l’asphvxie lucide 

Le ciel tout entier tournerait comme du lait. 

Mais ses empoisonneurs attentifs la maintiennent en vie, 
Entretiennent son râle, — luxe de leur salut! 

Les yeux fermés, ils l’essuient, 

Quand elle crache les poumons de l'inconnu, aphone. 

A l'instant de sa mort, autrui se substitue à elle, 

La rêve, et la perpétue. 

Autrui dort, quand la fureur bat la campagne, 

S’eveille tout à coup, quand la boue engloutit la furie! 


Les ondes de l'écho propagent ma conscience. 
Du désert de ma bouche, le choc m'a expulsé. 
Dans la brèche créée par l’ecroulement des mots, 
La fraîcheur du souffle est retrouvée changée. 
L'espace frustré se venge. — Mon corps, 
Fenêtre ouverte au tout par l’irruption du cri, 
Se voit comme une planète 

Au fond de la fusée déchargée dans son être! 
Toute chose, dès lors, me donne son nom 


Et tout être nourrit du sien mon sang. 
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CLARTE 


Avant que le jour sonne 


somme le linge étendu qui s'allume avant Vapparition du 
soleil et glace le bois visible, feu blanc, en flambant sur la 
arrière come une couche de neige, 


on sort de la tête, champ de massacre. 


La terre étale retournée par le soc. Soulevée jusqwau ciel 
par une rame de fer bleu. On respire dans une forge. 


Tuerie des arbres. Regards defaits. Labours frais. Linge des 
ırbres tordus se dissipant dans le ciel qu’on ne voit pas. 


AVANT 


Une vague de vent roule dans le ciel 
Poeil les cailloux pris dans le vent 
doigts gourds dans les labours du vent 
le champ bouge 

les branches de la facade se défont 

la paroi noire 

qui créve 
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un reve dont on sort 
le coq du bocal carde Pair 


hommes fouailles 

suffoquant 

vivant comme on dort dans une rage de vent 
en nage 

roues par le vent 


ceux qui font Por 


et de l’autre côté le bleu éclatant. 


ON RESPIRE 


Le matin taillé à coups de serpe. Une rame bleue s’en- 
fonce dans la terre, charrue dans les lézardes. L’air est trop 
vaste pour que la guerre respire. La serre pourrit entre les 
branches avec les haillons de l’autre orage. L’air est un mil: 
lion de maisons neuves. 


MAREE 


2 


La maison ouverte flambe. Les croisées se détachent à 
leur tour, puis fondent. 

La souche fichée dans le pre, flambe. 

Le feu effleure les poteaux des barbelés, la terre qui roule 

Les rocs blancs tintent sous le pas. Le talon étouffé sous 
la tache sombre, écrasant les tisons. 

Une fois passé le seuil de bois, le vent recommence è 
tonner, à tourner le cahier rond. 


106 


comme un fil de verre 

le ruisseau dort dans le sillon 
grand os de seiche 

È N _ plus qu’un oeil 

le nuage cesse 

terre frottée 

Mi froissee 


rape d'ombre. 
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Touchée par une bombe, la maison s’était effondrée. Les 
plafonds et les planchers, comme aspirés par le sol avaient dû 
descendre d’un coup. Les murs disloqués étaient retombés par 
dessus et les briques disjointes avaient tout enseveli en for- 
mant un haut monticule, conique comme un volcan. Un enche- 
vétrement de tuyaux et de ferrailles tordues couronnait le 
sommet et tendait ses tentacules minces vers les parois dis- 
parues. De l’ancienne habitation, il ne demeurait qu’un frag- 
ment noirci de la facade dressé devant l’amas de décombres 
et, plus loin, quelques marches du perron. 


De grands cercles gris concentriques cernaient les pierres, 
montaient et rejoignaient le ciel bas qui, ce jour-la, couvrait 
la ville. Une lumiére terne éclairait la rue. 


Un homme, un peu voüte, debout au milieu de la chaussée 
déserte, contemplait les ruines. Ses yeux allaient de la facade 
au monceau de débris mélés, derniers vestiges de sa maison 
détruite. Il voyait, immobile et le regard fixe, des details se 
préciser peu a peu: une poutre brisée, en haut de la façade 
orifice béant qu’une fenêtre fermait jadis. Parfois, l’ensem- 


ble lui apparaissait d'un seul coup, et alors, il baissait la 
tête. 


Toute pensée l’avait fui, comme l'esprit se disperse chez 
le malade dont la fièvre tombe, son coeur était calme et seules 
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es images, par instant, précipitaient douloureusement sa res- 
iration. Lorsqu’il s’éloigna, il garda devant les yeux la fi- 
ure tourmentée des décombres. 

Le lendemain, le ciel s'était dégagé. Un vent rapide ba- 
ayait les rues et l’homme hätait le pas pour contrôler l'image 
w'il avait encore présente. Les ruines se découvrirent brus- 
uement, une lumière claire en accusait de nouveaux contours. 
ors des semaines qui suivirent, quand il approchait des res- 
2s de sa maison, des détails inapercus d’abord se révélaient 
lui. Il voulut les connaître tous. Il prit l’habitude de revenir 
haque jour. Chaque jour, les ruines se dressaient brutalement 
evant lui. Il suivit des rues tortueuses et des chemins com- 
liqués pour retarder l'instant de les voir paraître. Les dé- 
ombres demeuraient immuables. Et lui revenait toujours. Il 
égarait presque parfois, oubliait l’accident, et n’arrivait plus 
u’a la nuit tombante. 

Au cours d'une de ces marches, alors qu'une fatigue gran- 
issante l’enveloppait et Visolait du monde, que les bruits de 
ı rue s’eloignaient pour se rejoindre, il se sentit lever la 
te, un sourire aux lèvres. Son pas s'était ralenti, un souffle 
ger agitait le feuillage des arbres et parvenait jusqu’à son 
isage. Des images anciennes surgirent devant ses yeux, il re- 
it la construction de sa maison. La charpente mélait ses po- 
aux de chêne entrecroisés aux sapins de l’échafaudage, les 
urs de briques s'élevaient régulièrement jusqu’à la toiture 
'ardoise, un jour, la maison avait jailli hors de sa cage de 
ois, la cheminée encore couronnée de branchages. Il avancait, 
oursuivant son rêve, et arriva bientôt auprès des ruines, une 
ain en visière au-dessus des sourcils, comme pour se protéger 
une lumière trop vive. 

La haie de troènes qui poussait devant la façade attira 
n attention pour la première fois. La poussière la recouvrait 

demi. Son regard s'arrêta au dessin continu du feuillage. 
e dessus de la haie, large et plat, évoquait un mur. Derrière, 
1 bas de la facade, s’ouvrait un soupirail. L'arc en était 
tact, deux barres d’acier fermaient l’orifice. L'homme les 
jercut à travers la buée qui voilait ses yeux fatigués, il se 
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precipita en avant et les saisit ä deux mains. Il les secoua 
pour éprouver le ciment qui les fixait au mur, le ciment tenait. 
Il tira en arriére pour éprouver leur rigidité, le métal résis- 
tait. La sueur perlait à son front. Il recommenga en s’arc- 
boutant pour mieux utiliser ses forces. Les barres demeuraient 
inébranlables. Il se releva enfin, haletant, la téte vide, et s’eloi- 
gna. Les battements de son coeur affolé par Veffort ne s’apai- 
serent que lentement. La pluie commengait 4 tomber, mélant 
ses larges gouttes 4 la sueur qui baignait son visage. 

Par la suite, les ruines lui parurent changées. Lorsqu’il 
contemplait la facade, son regard échappait peu a peu a son 
contrôle et venait s’attacher à un point isolé des ruines; une 
marche du perron parfois ou un morceau de la corniche. Il 
résistait d’abord, tentait de détourner les yeux, mais la lutte 
était vaine et enfin il s’abandonnait. Autour du point qu'il 
fixait toujours, les formes devenaient plus confuses; une lueur 
se levait, prenait de Véclat et rongeait leur dessin. Ne cillant 
plus, il voyait paraître de nouveaux contours tremblants et 
incertains. Le sang lui battait aux oreilles, un vertige le con- 
traignait à s'appuyer le dos contre un arbre, mais il gardait 
les yeux ouverts et voyait l’espace lumineux se ramasser en 
volumes précis qui montaient leurs verticales serrées. Ces ima- 
ges, accompagnant les pulsations de son pouls que l'émotion 
accélérait peu à peu, reculaient pour reparaître plus claires, 
fuyaient à nouveau et revenaient, chaque fois plus tranchantes 
et plus organisées. Et l’homme, une fois, devant des formes 
plus déterminées, crut voir l’ancienne girouette tournoyer au- 
dessus des ombres. Un jour même, alors que depuis long- 
temps son regard cernait l’ouverture béante de la fenêtre, il 
aperçut au milieu un reflet vitré et un voile souple flottant 
derrière. D'un bond, il rejoignit la façade et s’y pressa, une 
joue et les paumes contre les pierres. Il laissa filer son regard 
le long de la rue rectiligne jusqu’aux habitations lointaines et 
basses, le ramena en arrière et considéra le profil élevé des 
maisons voisines. Ainsi sa maison, la sienne, devait être im- 
mense, sa crête dentelée mordant sur le ciel. Il se pressa da- 
vantage contre la façade, de ses deux mains il décrivit de 
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grands cercles contre les pierres rugueuses, à droite, a gauche, 
au-dessus de sa téte, dressé sur la pointe des pieds, comme 
pour effacer la craie d’un tableau noir. Le mur résistait à sa 
pression. Il s’immobilisa. La nuit tombait, une nuit opaque 
qui voilait les arêtes, recouvrait et liait tous les reliefs. Il 
attendit une obscurité encore plus totale, puis s’éloigna, tré- 
buchant sur quelques briques qui traînaient à terre. 

Il s’attacha de plus en plus à ce morceau de façade que 
son esprit voyait grandir. Il l’examina sous tous les angles, 
de près, de loin. Il suivit le dessin de chacune des pierres. 
Et chaque jour, pendant des heures entières, il allait et ve- 
nait devant la muraille, espérant toujours mieux voir. Il ten- 
dit une fois son mouchoir à bout de bras devant le rectangle 
clair de la fenêtre. Le geste lui suggéra un rideau. Il s’aperçut 
qu'il avait ignoré l’autre côté de la façade, l’intérieur de la 
maison. En hâte, il contourna le mur et se trouva aux pieds 
du monticule de décombres qu’il escalada pour la première 
fois, en s’aidant des mains. Parvenu au sommet, les ongles 
noirs de terre, il se retourna et découvrit le dos de la paroi. 
Il reconnaissait en bas l'entrée, en haut un fragment de 
chambre, et bientôt les moindres détails des plinthes et des 
lambris de bois clair, encore collés au mur, lui devinrent plus 
familiers qu’autrefois. Il connut chaque accident de la cor- 
niche ou du panneau de bois. Ces images furent l’épine à 
laquelle son imagination s’accrocha. De nouvelles figures na- 
quirent. Il les poursuivit longtemps au coeur d’un rêve qui 
recommençait chaque jour. Il masquait d’une main la trace 
crénelée des solives sur le mur ou la large tache des briques 
qu’en un point le plâtre et la peinture détachés laissaient pa- 
raître. Un tableau minutieusement choisi, le cadre dans le 
ton des boiseries, était jadis accroché à cet endroit. Une lourde 
commode avait été poussée dessous, contre le mur. Plus en 
arrière se trouvait un guéridon et une chaise de cuir. Le sou- 
venir des meubles s’imposait à lui, et peu à peu, sur un plan- 
cher imaginaire, il reconstituait les pièces une à une dans 
leur disposition ancienne. Il approcha même une fois sa table 
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de travail d’une fenétre, recula une armoire au fond d’un 
chambre, trouvant cette distribution plus heureuse. 

Et ainsi, comme lorsque de la rue il contemplait l’autre 
face de ce mur dressé, l'obscurité le surprenait souvent. Sa 
mémoire, acérée par l’exercice, lui faisait découvrir des parti» 
cularités presque oubliées. Il avait maintes fois déjà, a partin 
d'une moulure ou d'un morceau de poutre, reconstruit en: 
pensée la maison toute entière, depuis la cave voútée jusqu’au: 
grenier sec. Plus encore, il avait parfois recréé une lumière: 
légère qui, certains matins, flottait sur les toits. Il ne s’en: 
lassait pas et revenait toujours. 

Un après-midi brûlant, il se hâtait le long des rues dé- 
sertes. Le silence pesait sur les pierres, l’air tremblait autour 
de lui. Il accélérait le pas, et respirait à peine lorsqu'il ap- 
procha des ruines. Il arriva enfin, leva la tête et fut frappé: 
en voyant des traces régulièrement espacées courir le long du 
monticule de décombres, ce monticule qu’il escaladait chaque: 
jour pour observer le dos de la façade. Ses pieds, qu’il posait 
toujours aux mêmes places, avaient à la longue creusé le sol 
en formant des marches qui tournaient autour du monceau de 
pierres. Les marches menaient au sommet, du sommet jaillis- 
saient les ferrailles obliques, les ferrailles retombaient de tous 
côtés. Il s'élanca en haut et, avec des gestes rapides, redressa 
un tuyau, replanta un piquet, organisa un peu le dessin des 
fers entrelaces. Il repoussa encore quelques cailloux qui trai- 
naient sur les derniéres marches, redescendit et considéra, le 
coeur battant, le nouvel aspect des ruines qui s’offrait 4 lui. 
Cet amas de briques, de bois et d’acier qui lui avait semblé 
si confus dans son désordre brutal, cette montagne de maté- 
riaux brisés, liés par la poussière, lui parut soudain, sous les 
éclats de la lumière, prendre une forme, une forme nette, 
particulière, voulue peut-être avec ses bords régulièrement in- 
clinés comme un toit, son escalier tournant et ses fers, une 
forme qu'il eût fallu travailler, façonner. Alors, les parties 
ordonnées, l’ensemble dur se détacherait du sol avide, domi- 
nerait les pelouses, cacherait les arbres voisins; en haut, ses 
bords saillants avanceraient sur le ciel indécis, comme au loin 
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les cheminees blanches, si éclatantes, qui paraissent n’exister 
que pour elles seules et qu’une mince lueur mauve sépare 
encore des toits et des nuages. 

L'homme se redressait peu à peu, ignorait le soleil encore 
presque au zénith, la chaleur suffocante, l’air lourd de pous- 
sière. Il se déplaçait autour des décombres, évaluait un angle, 
une distance et, tel le peintre, le bras tendu et l’ongle sur le 
crayon, il voyait les lignes s’affermir et l’image future paraître. 
Il recula rapidement pour embrasser tous les contours et se 
heurta violemment le dos contre la facade, sa téte rebondit 
sur les pierres, un éclair lui parcourut la nuque, son corps 
trembla, ses yeux se brouillerent. Il se retourna, les mächoires 
serrées, un pli vertical au front, deux grosses veines gonflérent 
ses tempes. 

N fixa la façade inutile dont la corniche brisée et les 
angles déchiquetés creusaient la perspective réguliére de la 
rue. Que de temps n’avait-il pas passé, immobile, devant cha- 
que aspérité de ce qui n’était pas méme un mur. Facade que 
le vent traversait dressée seule, nue et sans luxe. Paroi plate, 
aux sculptures et au fronton disparus, qui ne s’ouvrait que 
sur Pair. Façade sans arrière et sans mystère. Personne ne se 
tenait debout derrière elle, soulevant parfois un rideau, guet- 
teur invisible. La nuit, lorsque les trains quittaient la ville 
en sifflant, jamais un passant ne s'arrétait au milieu de la rue 
calme pour voir filtrer une lumière à travers les persiennes, 
imaginer peut-être une femme lisant à sa table. Façade de 
pierres noircies encore dressée comme l’arbre mort d'une cam- 
pagne et battue de tous côtés par la pluie. Façade de rien. 

L'homme, un nouvel éclat aux yeux, recula de quelques 
pas et une fois de plus cerna du regard cette façade gênante. 
Ce mur jaloux et sournois qui lui avait caché et lui dissimu- 
lait encore, lorsqu'il arrivait, l'édifice puissant et léger, opa- 
que et clair comme une montagne qui se révèle et s'efface 
tour à tour. À l’intérieur, les bois et les fers se croisaient peut- 
être à intervalles réguliers. Quelles poutres soutenaient une 
voûte de pierre? Il eut fallu creuser des galeries multiples et 
compliquées pour explorer ces détours. Il eut fallu en s’ap- 
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prochant, tôt le matin, pouvoir découvrir l’ensemble d'un seul. 
coup d'oeil, en faire le tour, reculer pour préciser l'image 
fuyante d'un secret enfermé dedans et qu’une intuition sou- 
daine révèle. Cet édifice réclamait un grand espace clair au-. 
tour de lui, la facade inutile s’interposait partout ou bien 
surgissait douloureusement en travers de vos pas. Cette façade | 
hostile devait être détruite; non pas lentement, à la pioche, 
une pierre après l’autre et à nouveau entourée de l’Echafau- | 
dage trompeur que l’on dresse devant les constructions nou- | 
velles, mais d’un coup violent comme celui qui jadis avait 
frappé la maison et renversé ses murs. Pourquoi la façade 
avait-elle été épargnée? Pourquoi demeurait-elle verticale et 
figée ? : 

Les ondes d'un flux brúlant, chaque seconde plus rapide 
et plus fort, vinrent battre ses tempes. Sa décision était prise, 
la facade serait détruite. Elle serait abattue comme un chä- 
teau de cartes que l'on frappe á la base, brutalement, défi- 
nitivement. Et, dressé sur la pointe des pieds, frémissant, aveu- 
gle aux yeux grands ouverts, il imaginait déja le gigantesque 
écroulement, le fracas des pierres disloquées s'enfoncant dans 
la terre pour disparaítre á jamais, sans une trace et, sous la 
grande clarté qui suivait, le vent soufflant librement jusqu’a 
l'édifice entièrement découvert. Alors il escaladerait les mar- 
ches, il atteindrait le sommet et, la haut, les mains accrochées 
aux fers redressés, les yeux mi-clos, le visage fouetté par l’air 
frais, il sentirait enfin sa poitrine se soulever largement. 

La journée torride prenait fin. Le soleil éclairait de ses 
derniers rayons le faite des maisons. L’homme partit, le visage 
empourpré. Il voyait le morceau de facade grandir et devenir 
un mur. Il murmurait les dents serrées: « La saper, la saper 
à la base ». 

Le lendemain, avant l’aube, tandis qu’un air acide circu- 
lait encore dans les rues vides, un tracteur était déjà placé 
aux pieds du monticule de décombres. Le sol fumait. Une 
brume légère demeurait accrochée aux pierres humides, le 
moindre bruit retentissait, prenait le volume d’un objet et se 
répercutait de loin en loin. L’homme exécutait une danse qu’on 
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eut dit minutieusement préparée et répétée chaque jour. La 
téte haute, il avancait, tendait un bras, tournait sur lui-méme 
et reculait. Son visage était pâle, ses muscles saillaient. Tous 
ses gestes étaient vifs et précis malgré la fraicheur du matin. 
Les outils venaient presque à la rencontre de sa main. 

Il s’approcha du fragment de façade et le perca de quel- 
ques violents coups de pic. Il passa un long cable d’acier dans 
Porifice, lui fit faire deux boucles autour du mur pour le cir- 
conscrire entierement. Il fixa les extrémités du cable aux cro- 
chets du tracteur, déblaya le sol devant les roues pour aug- 
menter leur adhérence, escalada le siége et mit le moteur en 
marche. Un ronronnement doux et régulier s’éleva, le tracteur 
démarra doucement. Le cable quitta le sol, se tendit d’un 
coup, une vibration sonore ébranla l’atmosphère. Quelques 
briques se détachérent du sommet de la facade et tombérent 
en claquant. L'homme lança franchement le moteur, les roues 
dérapérent un peu, la machine parcourue d’un long frémisse- 
ment se cabra, la facade résistait. L'homme se pencha en avant, 
cramponné a la direction, et cria 4 pleins poumons comme 
pour encourager un attelage. Les sons inarticulés emplissaient 
l’espace et montaient dans l’air encore gris. Le ciel fondit 
soudain sur la facade et la déchira d’une large fissure. L’hom- 
me se retourna, accéléra, ses cris redoublérent, il leva les yeux 
et vit la facade s’incliner et s’abattre sur lui. Le fracas des 
pierres éclatées se méla un instant 4 sa voix. Un immense 
nuage de poussiére monta. Le silence se fit. La poussiére ne 
se dissipa que lentement. Un deuxiéme monticule de décom- 
bres parut. Il recouvrait l’homme et la machine. Les bords 
étaient inclinés comme les flancs d’une montagne. Le sommet 
était planté de bois et de fers, qui tendaient leurs membres 


vers le ciel. 
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Les bêtes fabuleuses montaient les étages successifs, me 
me passé minuit, en pointant leurs cornes de taureau et de 
bélier. C'étaient des quadrupedes errants qui se mettaient er 
marche dès le point du jour, pour aller envahir le bátimen: 
carré, et toutes les annexes qui portent un numéro d’ordre 
Lourdes, ventrues et gémissantes, toujours les bétes fabulew 
ses projetaient un souffle putride, qui faisait le vide devani 
elles, même lorsqu'elles allaient se disperser dans le pare 
pour y brouter le gazon qui tue. 


Depuis ma couche, je les voyais. J'étais couché dans mor 
sang, incapable de parler, incapable de me déplacer dur. 
pouce. Dans la baraque des pugilats sanglants où je me trou 
vais étendu, une fenétre basse venait se placer juste en fac: 
de moi, chaque fois que mon regard s’allumait. C’était un» 
fenêtre de grand malade, c’est à dire escamotable. Je savai 
qu'un soldat blessé, lorsqu'il est laissé sur le champ de ba 
taille, ne peut que lancer un regard semblable au mien, ur 
regard horizontal et embué, pour voir, dans le lointain, de. 
brancardiers massifs et le balancement d’une civiére. 

C’était cela, la bête errante. Cornue devant et cornue der 
riere, elle allait sur le gazon (le regard horizontal ignorait L 
coupure des allées) et son pas était lourd, pour avoir patau 
gé longtemps dans la vase trouble des lampes-veilleuses. 
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C’est parce que le malade avait perdu toutes ses défen- 
ses, même celles qui charment le mal et qui Vendorment, 
qu'on Pavait déposé dans ce corps d'emprunt, dans ce bran- 
card qui allait, lui, toutes défenses dehors. Alors que s’ac- 
complissait cette substitution, les larmes scintillantes se dispo- 
saient en une constellation, car le Bélier donnait de la tete 
comme se ruait le mal, et les dernières sueurs de l'hôpital 
formaient la constellation de l'hémisphère boréal. 

Nuit polaire? Non pas! Sous le signe zodiacal du Bélier, 
la vie se maintenait sur une position intermédiaire. Ce n’était 
plus l'hiver, et pas encore le printemps. Sorti de la chaleur 
suffocante des salles, on pénétrait dans le climat intermédiaire 
des couloirs, et puis brusquement c'était Pair libre et pu- 
rifié infiniment. Cette sortie dans le parc, pendant le transfert 
nocturne, c'était le plongeon salubre dans les eaux limpides 
d'un fjord, c'était aussi la projection immédiate vers le ciel 
criblé d'étoiles. Le ciel s’ouvrait au-dessus de moi entre deux 
bâtiments, qui étaient peut-être deux dépendances, car cha- 
que chose dépendait d’une autre chose, pareillement frisson- 
nante. D'immenses pans d'ombre découpaient des angles 
droits, voilant ainsi d'un drapeau noir le pavillon des conta- 
gieux. Et moi, couché sur le dos dans mon brancard, je me 
balançais entre mes deux porteurs, le Bélier d’en haut et le 
bélier d’en bas. La semelle pesante des brancardiers, sous 
laquelle crissait l'allée centrale, déroulait une Voie lactée ter- 
restre, parallèle à celle d’en haut. Mais cette tentative de 
relier une dépendance à une autre dépendance, montrait bien 
qu’une substitution ne révèle rien d'autre que deux impuis- 
sances, toutes les deux avançant dans des directions paral- 
lèles, toutes les deux soumises à un transfert nocturne. 

Jamais je n'oublie le silence debout de cette nuit en 
marche. Au moment de franchir la porte, j'avais entendu 
la courte intervention d'une infirmière tourbillonnante, qui 
partait devant nous en éclaireur, je l'avais bien entendu dire: 
« Vite, vite, bon Dieu! », mais aussitôt après le silence était 


monté très haut dans la cité mystérieuse. Le balancement qui 
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me portait pas à pas, c'était moi tout entier, comme c'étali 
moi le fleuve sorti de son lit, comme c'était moi le navire qu. 
allait à la dérive là-dessus. Navire rompu, disloqué, des 
grégé, je me sentais sous la dépendance totale du courant er. 
désordre. Mais c’est juste à ce moment là qu’une sensation 
bouleversante s’emparait de moi. Le Bélier d'en haut et li 
bélier d’en bas, mutuellement complices, établissaient une 
harmonie entre eux. Les deux porteurs accordaient leurs pas: 


Aussitôt se précisait la direction réelle du transfert noc: 
turne. Aussitôt je me sentais transporté, à la suite des signaux 
lumineux qui venaient d’être échangés autour de moi, qui 
venaient d’être échangés sans souci de moi. Le navire dislo: 
qué s’en allait en morceaux, mais dans certaines cabines dé: 
tachées de moi, mais sur quelques mats flottants, brillait en 
core une lumière clignotante. Je n'étais plus maitre de ces 
lumières, puisque le contact direct était interrompu, ainsi 
que la communication interne; mais toutes ces lumières grou- 
pées autour de moi, a des distances diverses, descendaient le 
courant comme moi-méme, en un essaim au contour imprécis. 


Comment garder des doutes sur Pidentité des deux mon- 
des complices, lorsqu'on a été pris dans cette « obscure clar- 
té»? Ce sont les étoiles « mortes », celles-là mêmes qui nous 
envoient leur lumière, bien que la communication directe soti 
interrompue entre leur corps éteint et l’éclat en marche, ce 
sont ces étoiles « mortes » qui se mettaient en harmonie avec 
mes propres lumières détachées. Non, ce n'étaient pas les 
soleils vivants qui avaient le grand rôle ici, pas plus que les 
ténèbres; mais tout ce qui est clair-obscur, mais tout ce qui 
vit d’une vie intermédiaire, prenait l'initiative d’une très vas- 
te fusion, au profit d'une harmonie vertigineuse. Entre les 
rayons du déploiement suprême, toutes sortes de naufrages 
restaient virtuellement présents. Nous n’etions plus, nou: 
deux, le ciel intérieur et le ciel extérieur, qu'un couple de 
porteurs; et les porteurs accordaient leurs pas, dans le frisson 
nement unanime et dans l'éclat. Je répétais: 
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Elle est retrouvée. 
Quoi? L’eternite. 

C’est la mer allée 
Avec le soleil. 


Ame sentinelle, 
Murmurons l’aveu 
De la nuit si nulle 
Et du jour en feu. 


J'étais dans le vrai, j'étais dans le faux. Ce n’était plus 
l'hiver, mais pas encore le printemps. Durant un laps de temps 
très long et bien court à la fois, toute chose se soumettait 
au transfert nocturne, toute chose était ici et se dirigeait là- 
bas. Ici c'était le fleuve de l’écoulement du temps, là-bas 
c'était le soleil noir mais contagieux. L’éternité était retrou- 
vée en dehors de la vie: et en dehors surtout du néant conta- 
gieux, où l'harmonie ne se réalisait qu’en l'absence de «lame 
sentinelle », c'est à dire qu’elle ne se réalisait pas du tout. 
L’eternite était retrouvée sous le signe zodiacal du Bélier, 
pendant la nuit d'une désagrégation partielle, au cours des 
fluctuations d’un état intermédiaire. Ce n’était plus l'hiver, 
et pas encore le printemps. 
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ESQUISSE POUR UN PORTRAIT * 


Des mots. Un silence: Qu’il me pardonne ma pauvreté. 
Son sourire devancait la parole dont les avatars ne labu-. 
saient point. Jamais je ne me suis tu aussi bien qu’auprès de 
lui. Sa présence mettait en fuite les personnages de toute 
comédie singulière, après avoir déconcerté leur dialogue. On 
restait seul avec sa vérité. Même insaisissable, elle était la. 
Que pèsent les leurres opposés à cette ombre? Les sots, seuls, 
s’y trompent. Je n’en ai pas connu dans son entourage. 

Si je me suis parfois sévèrement enrichi, je le dois à 
quelques-uns, à lui, le premier. Si je pense que certaines heu- 
res dérivent d’une pureté essentielle, il m’aura fortifié dans 
cette conviction. Non qu’il exigeät rien. Non qu’il füt en qué- 
te de sainteté. Il pouvait souffrir une tutélaire main d’im- 
bécile sur son épaule, entendre avec calme disserter les suf- 
fisants, voir sans impatience pirouetter les habiles. Peut-être 
sen amusait-il. Je n’en suis pas sûr. Il apportait à s’egayer 
des hommes la même discrétion qu’à les aimer. 

Mais par cette pudeur il ne se dérobait point. En existant 
il prenait parti. Il proposait de l’homme une image nette, 
inaltérable. Pour ou contre, il fallait choisir; décider pour 
ou contre lui, sans emphase, en soi-même. Contre, c'était la 


* RENÉ Leynaup, fusillé par les allemands en 1944. 
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tricherie des apparences avec Pinsolence de ses gains; pour: 
le hasard de sa propre fortune avec la fierté de ne jouer que 
son jeu et le courage de le connaître bien. 

Il ne cachait pas le sien, comme par nonchalance. Les 
indifferents ont pu en surprendre les figures et les signes, sans 
en deviner la richesse. Ses amis y ont lu longuement. Et ils 
n’admettront pas qu’un coup brutal ait rien gagné contre lui. 

Par sa vie et par sa mort il a témoigné pour l’homme. 
Il nous est donc interdit de désespérer de nous. 

Son souvenir pour moi se confond avec sa présence. Pour 
qui mérita son amitié son absence corporelle n’aura jamais 
aucun sens. 

Tant qu'un regard neuf pourra réparer l’usure des jours, 
tant qu’il restera, dans l'esprit, une chance de vérité et, dans 
le monde, une raison d'amour, tant qu'une beauté sortira de 
la matière pour nous survivre ou nous réconforter d'avoir 
avec elle de si fortes attaches, il ne s’eloignera pas. 

Et la qualité humaine aura à mes yeux un incorrupti- 
ble garant. 
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MON PÈRE, LOLA, MARIE 


Mon enfance s’est passée dans l'attente de mon père. 
Non parce qu'il me manquait, car il devint très vite un étran- 
ger mystérieux et qui me faisait peur. Mais parce que ma 
mère créait autour d'elle une atmosphère d'attente où je 
respirais. On ne parlait guère de lui devant moi. Mais sim- 
plement, on attendait. 

J'ai peu connu mon père. J'avais dix ans lorsque je l'ai 
vu pour la dernière fois, mais il était parti depuis plusieurs 
années déjà, et je ne le vis à cette époque que le temps 
de rares visites. Il était alors ouvrier dans une usine des envi- 
rons de Thionville. Je me souviens l'avoir vu un jour guidant 
des barres d’acier rougies qui passaient très vite au-dessus de 
sa tête. Son visage reflétait tantôt cette vive lumière, tantôt 
l'ombre qui emplissait l’espèce de couloir de fer où il se te- 
nait. Cette attitude de mon père, qui m’a toujours terrifiee, 
est une de celles que ma mémoire lui prêta par la suite. 

En effet, lorsque je pense à lui, quelques images tout: 
à-fait distinctes se présentent, où je le vois toujours arrêté 
dans un geste immobile, comme sur une photographie. Ja: 
mais, dans mon esprit, il n’est animé ou bavard, ou peu pre. 
cis, comme l’est une personne avec laquelle on a l’habitude 
de vivre. Sur l’une de ces images, je vois mon père lançant 
par terre une assiette pleine. Bien que la soupe soit déj 
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répandue sur le carrelage rouge de notre cuisine, mon pere 
a le bras levé et tient encore l’assiette. Ce souvenir est l’un 
des seuls que j'aie gardés de l’époque où nous vivions ensem- 
ble. Puis les longs jours où ma mère attendait, chargée d’ab- 
sence. Nous attendions en apprenant à lire, en jouant aux 
dominos; je sautais à la corde des heures entières; ma mère 
repassait en chantant dans la cuisine. Nous attendions l’heu- 


re d’allumer la lampe; nous attendions une lettre; nous at- 
tendions mon père. 


Pendant quelques années, il écrivit encore. Et, de temps 
en temps, ma mère m’enveloppait dans mon capuchon à car- 
reaux. Nous arrivions dans une ville triste où il nous fallait 
errer dans des rues mouillees, le long des murs d'usines. Je 
pensais confusement aux murs d’où s'échappent des feuilles; 
aux murs de jardins. Ma mère rabattait mon capuchon sur 
mon visage. 


— Cache ta bouche! tu t’enrhumeras. 


Nous attendions. Mon père venait nous retrouver après 
son travail. Nous croisions des groupes d'hommes qui riaient. 


— Quelle grande fille! 

— Des copains, — disait mon père. 

Nous dinions dans des petits cafés aux hanquettes de cuir 
tiède. Il y avait des toiles cirées et des verres de vin rouge. 
De la cuisine venait une odeur de friture. Mon père con- 
naissait la serveuse. 

— Et cette omelette, Greta? 

Elle disparaissait en riant derrière un rideau. 

Quelquefois, le soir, on allait au cinéma. Dans la pénom- 
bre, je regardais mon père. Puis on me couchait sous une 
énorme couette jaune. 

Cela durait deux ou trois jours. Un matin, nous repre- 
nions le train. Je serrais dans ma main un cornet de berlin- 
gots ou une boîte de dragées. Ma mère pleurait avec une 
petite grimace. Je ne pouvais pas l’embrasser. Je ne pouvais 
rien dire. 

Mon père changeait souvent de ville, et d'emploi. Tan- 
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töt nous trouvions un chauffeur d’autocar, tantöt un agent 
d’assurances, tantét un ouvrier d’usine. Tantöt encore il pla- 
cait des savonnettes ou des pains de margarine. En classe, on 
me demandait: 

— Qu’est-ce que fait ton pere? 

Je balbutiais, a l’une: 

— Je n’ai plus mon pere. 

A l’autre, je repondais fièrement: 

— Il conduit un autocar! 

— Où ça? 

— Dans le désert. 


Je ne parlais à personne de ces voyages. Mais à chacum 
d’eux, je sentais mon coeur se fermer un peu, tout gonflé de 
silence. J'aurais aimé qu’on me dit, très simplement: « Ton 
père est mort ». Il me semblait que ma mère se serait alors 
tournée vers moi avec un visage clair. Elle n'aurait plus 
jamais attendu. Je serais rentrée en classe avec des chausset- 
tes noires, et cette fierté. Les petites filles m’auraient regar- 
dee à travers leurs doigts écartés, n’osant rien dire. Peut- 
être qu'une aurait chuchoté: «Son père est mort dans le dé- 
sert ». 


Mon enfance fut donc triste. J'étais toujours seule, ow 
avec ma mère qui était constamment à demi absente, per- 
due dans un rêve que j’imaginais fumeux et gris comme ces 
villes où vivait mon père. Je ne recherchais pas la compa- 
gnie des autres enfants, n’y étant pas habituée. Je n’aimais 
pas l’école. Je m'étais créé une amie très chère que j’appe- 
lais Lola. Et je n’en eus pas d’autres. Elle était née brusque- 


ment, tandis que j’écoutais un vieux qui chantait en pleu- 
rant dans notre cour: 


C’est pour toi, Lola, O ma brune! 


Lola partageait mon lit, ma chaise à table. Lola man- 
geait le gras de blanquette. Elle était une amie précieuse. 


124 


| 


MON PÈRE, LOLA, MARIE 


Le jeudi, ma mère m’emmenait souvent en visite. Elle 
mettait un petit chapeau qui la faisait ressembler à Louis XI, 
noir et pointu, avec une plume. Nous allions la plupart du 
temps chez de vieilles demoiselles qui étaient brodeuses d’or- 
nements d'église. Des l'entrée, cela sentait le renfermé, la 
vieille femme ou la messe matinale, ou l’odeur des parapluies 
noirs. Les cinq soeurs s’activaient autour de leurs bobines 
de soie vive. Toutes tordues, édentées, elles étaient sembla- 
bles à de vilaines fourmis, mais habiles comme des fées. En 
arrivant, je devais les embrasser. Cela piquait les joues. Une, 
surtout, était aveugle et touchait ma figure avec ses mains 
noueuses. Ne pouvant plus broder, elle s’occupait du ménage. 
Pendant nos visites, elle entrait toutes les cinq minutes dans 
la pièce avec une bouillotte d’eau froide qu’elle posait sur 
le poêle et remportait l’eau chaude qui s’y trouvait déjà. 
Elle circulait très vite avec ses pots d’eau sans jamais heur- 
ter les innombrables chaises couvertes de chasubles. Puis elle 
disparaissait derrière une tenture. Je ne l'avais jamais sui- 
vie derrière cette porte mystérieuse. Quelle chambre était là, 
si proche et ruisselante d’eau chaude? Et qu'y faisait cette 
vieille fée bossue? Je regardais la tenture et j'avais un peu 
peur. J'étais juchée sur un grand tabouret. Mes jambes, sous 
le tapis rouge à pompons de la table, étaient lointaines et 
séparées de moi. La table était ronde, et dessous, vivait un 
monde terrifiant: un énorme pied central fourmillait de ni- 
ches, de bêtes sculptées et de cachettes. Ma mère semblait 
ignorer tous les périls. Elle parlait, et c'était une musique 
familière qui ne signifiait rien. Mes jambes étouffaient dans 
le noir. Un canard mort était suspendu par les pattes, gris 
et vert, dans son cadre. Des gouttes de sang, même, coulaient 
de son cou. Ma mère les voyait et souriait sans comprendre. 

Mais leur jardin était merveilleux. L’odeur de la maison 
se detachait de moi peu à peu. A sa place me pénétrait la 
fraicheur des herbes. Je traversais un buisson qui me cachait 
ä la vue des vieilles femmes, et j’entrais jusqu’aux genoux 
dans la neige, l'hiver, dans les fleurs, au printemps. Il y avait 
un bassin et des poissons rouges. Je courais en riant, les mains 
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tendues, à la poursuite de Lola. A l’époque des feuilles mor- 
tes, nous traînions les pieds pour le bruit, croquant comme 
une friture. Nous passions de longs moments dans la remise 
à outils; il y avait là des pots en terre rouge amoncelés, des 
oignons roses étalés sur des sacs. Un très vieux jeu de cro- 
quet aux boules irrégulières comme des pommes tombées. Je 
plantais les arceaux en désordre dans l’herbe. Il fallait taper 
fort pour déplacer la boule. Lola perdait toujours. 

L'eau du bassin était trouble et couverte de feuilles pour- 
ries, Tout autour, l’herbe était plus épaisse et humide, mé- 
lée de fleurs jaunes. Je faisais des bouquets aux tiges pois- 
seuses qui avaient l’odeur des cimetières et de leurs vases 
de porcelaine vides. 

Puis je me glissais derrière la maison et regardais à tra- 
vers les vitres. Je voyais des chambres vides, aux grands lits 
sans chaleur. Quelquefois, un chat bougeait sur l’édredon. Je 
me sauvais dans la haie. 


Nous eûmes, pendant quelque temps, une grosse bonne 
en tablier bleu qui s'appelait Marie. Sa chambre, située au- 
dessus de notre cuisine, sentait l’alcool à brûler et l’odeur 
d'un remède qu'elle prenait pour soigner ses rhumatismes; 
remède que je n’ai jamais bien défini par la suite mais que 
je retrouve parfois sur une vieille femme, dans le métro, ou 
dans la foule. 

Je montais l'escalier le coeur battant, avec la crainte que 
la minuterie ne s’eteignit. Un dédale de couloirs mystérieux 
m’entourait. De grandes échelles étaient accrochées au mur. 
Je croyais voir des instruments de torture. Les bruits fami- 
liers du sixième avaient un son étrange et lointain: un seau 
d’eau jeté à la fontaine, les pas d’une femme sur le carreau, 
ou les bribes d’un air à la mode écorché sur un phono. 

Marie portait un dentier qui s'écartait de ses gencives 
à chaque parole, Je me souviens de ma terreur, la première 
fois qu’elle le retira devant moi. Ses cheveux étaient tournés 
en un vaste chignon au-dessus de sa tête. Je m’imaginais 
qu'eux aussi s’enlevaient à volonté, de même que ses gros 
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yeux rieurs. Marie était pour moi un énorme échafaudage 
mal joint que l’on pouvait bâtir tous les matins et démolir 
le soir. Le chignon couronnait le tout, comme le chou final 
d'une pièce montée, | 

J'aimais sa grande jupe accueillante et sa chaleur. Marie 
était une chose très bonne dans la vie. 

C'est avec Marie, et par un triste lundi, que la notion 
de durée me fut révélée. Plus qu'aucun autre jour, le lundi, 
avec son épaisse odeur de lessive, répandait chez nous la 
tristesse. C'était le commencement d'une longue semaine dont 
j'attendais la fin. Mais il n’y avait pas de fin. Et peut-être mon 
malheur venait-il du sentiment confus d’une attente inutile. 

Ce jour la, la lessive étendue, Marie était assise dans la 
cuisine. Je voyais la poche creusée dans sa robe, entre ses 
senoux, et toute angoissee de ma journée, je vins m’y blottir 
et pleurai doucement. Marie commença à chanter pour me 
consoler. Mais sa complainte augmentait mon chagrin. Alors, 
elle prit dans sa poche un petit jeu d’adresse. Il s’agissait 
de faire rouler dans la bouche d’un nègre des petites bou- 
les fuyantes. C’est chacun son tour, dis-je, à toi d’abord, et 
cinq minutes chacune. 

Je ne connaissais pas encore la durée de cinq minutes. 
Comme c'était long. J'avais le réveil sur les genoux. Je vis 
la grande aiguille avancer. Malgré mes supplications, je dus 
attendre les cinq longues minutes. Je sentais vaguement com- 
bien la journée du lendemain serait d’une lenteur insuppor- 
table. Et la suivante, et la suite de tous les jours à venir. 
Je ne pourrais pas attendre ainsi. Tout était confus en moi 
et désormais inutile. J'étais secouée par les sanglots. Marie 
me berca dans ses bras. Ses seins étaient doux comme de 
shauds oreillers. Ses grosses mains sentaient l’eau de javel. 
Je m’endormis sur ses genoux, la figure ruisselante de larmes. 
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POEMS 
TRANSLATED BY DENIS DEVLIN AND JACKSON MATHEWS 


WIND AWAY 


Camped on the hillsides near the village are fields of 
mimosa. During the gathering season, it may happen that, 
some distance away, you meet an extremely sweet smelling 
girl whose arms have been busy during the day among the 
fragile branches. Like a lamp with a bright nimbus of perfu- 
me, she goes her way, her back to the setting sun. 

To speak to her would be sacrilege. 

The grass crushed beneath her slippers. Give her right 
of way. You may be lucky enough to make out on her lips 
the chimaera of the damp of Night. 


THE BASKET-WEAVER’S LOVE 


I loved you. I loved your i like a well-spring ravinec 
by storms, and the secret of your domain enclosing my caress 
Some rely on a round imagination, like the earth. For me 
going is enough. I brought back from despair a basket sc 
small, my love, it could be woven of willow. 
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Far from the ambush of roofs and the alms of country 
shrines you take your birth, hostages of the birds, O fountains. 
Man’s decline in the nausea of his ashes, man’s ‘struggle with 
his vindictive providence, not even these can disillusion you. 


Praise, praise, we have come to terms with ourselves. 


«If I had been mute as the trusty stone step beneath the 
sun heedless of its wound sewn with ivy », she said, «if I had 
been childlike as the white tree receiving the fright of bees, 
if the hills had lived on into summer, if the lightning had 
opened its gates to me, if your night had forgiven me... » 


Eyes, the orchard of stars, the gorse, the solitude are not 
part of you. A song finishes exile. The lamb-wind brings 
back new life. 


LIVING 


Pass. 

The sidereal spade, in other times, 
Plunged and was swallowed up here. 
To-night a whole village of birds 
Passes over, exulting. 


Hear, in the stony head 

Of presences gone, 

The word that will make your sleep 
Warm like a September tree. 


See, they tremble, the intertwining 
Certitudes that have come 
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Among us to their quintessence, 
O my Crossroads, my anxious Thirst! 


The bitterness of living prowls 
Ceaselessly lusting after exile. 
Under a thin almond rain, 
Gentle and in liberty, 
Alchemy your nurse was born, 
O my Love! 


POSTSCRIPT 


Stand you away from me who wait nor speak; 
I was born at your feet but you have lost me; 
Too well my flames have marked their kingdom out; 
My treasure sank that struck your chopping-block. 


The desert where the one firebrand took refuge 
Has never called me out, nor given me up. 


Stand you away from me who wait nor speak: 
The clover of passion is iron in my hand. 


In the dazed air through which I go my ways, 


Time will clean up my face, little by little, 
Like a horse aimless at his bitter ploughing. 


HYMN IN A LOW VOICE 


Hellas! broad shore of a sea of genius from which the 


breath of knowledge and the magnetism of intelligence arose 
at dawn, swelling with equal fertility forces that seemed 
endless, you are, further back, an atlas of strange mountains: 
a volcano chain that smiles at the magic of heroes, at the 
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serpentine loves of goddesses, and guides the nuptial flight of 
man, free at last to know himself a bird and die a bird; you 
| are the answer to everything, even to the usury of birth, even 
to the ways of the labyrinth. But you, mass of earth made 
| of the diamond of light and snow, earth incorruptible beneath 
the feet of a people victorious over death but mortal as proof 
of purity, there is a foreign belief that would chastise your 
perfection, thinking to stifle the murmur of your wheat. 

O Greece! mirror and body three times martyred, to ima- 
gine is to restore you. Your healers are in your people and 
your health is in. your right. Your blood incalculable, I call 
upon it, the only living thing for which liberty has ceased 
to be sickly; it breaks open my mouth, the blood with si- 
lence, I with a shout. 


LILY OF THE VALLEY 


I stood guard over their fate, that couple. I stood by 
them in their dark fidelity. The aged mountain stream had 
read me its page of thanksgiving. A new storm was coming. 
The light of the earth brushed against me. And while on 
the window-pane the childhood of the justicer was being 
written (clemency being dead), my patience exhausted, I broke 
down in sobs. 


MARTHA 


Martha whom these old walls cannot take over, fountain 
reflecting my lonely monarchy, how could I forget you since 
I do not have to remember you: you are the present, accu- 
mulating. We shall come together without having to approach 
or prepare for each other, as two poppies in love make a 


giant anemone. 
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I will not enter your heart to shorten its memory. I will 
not engage your mouth so that it cannot open to the blue: 
air and thirst for departure. I want to be freedom for you,, 
and the wind of life crossing the threshold of always before: 
night becomes undiscoverable. 


TO THE HEALTH OF THE SERPENT 


I 


I sing the heat that is like a new-born babe, desperate: 
heat. 


II 


It is bread’s turn to break man, to be the beauty of 
daybreak. 


II 


He who believes in the sunflower will not meditate in 
the house. All thoughts of love will become his thoughts. 


IV 


Within the swallow’s loop, a storm searches, a garden 
grows. 


V 


There will always be a drop of water to outlast the sun, 
without shaking the sun’s ascendancy. 


VI 


Bring forth that which knowledge would keep secret, 
knowledge with its hundred corridors. 
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VII 


| That which comes into the world to cause no trouble 
| deserves neither respect nor patience. 


VII. 
How long will man’s failure last, this dying at the centre 
of creation because creation has dismissed him. 
IX 


Each house was a season. The town in this way repeated 
itself. Together the inhabitants knew only winter, in spite 
of their heated bodies, in spite of the day that would not go. 


X 


You are in essence always a poet, always at the height 
of your love, always hungry for truth and justice. It is 
doubtless a necessary evil that you cannot be so, assiduously, 
in your conscience. 


XI 


You shall make of the non-existant soul a man better 
than her. 


XII 


Look how your country glows in the light of daring; 
this pleasure for a long time has not been yours. 


XIII 


Many there are who wait till the reefs lift them over 
and the goal passes them by, to clarify themselves. 


XIV 


Be thankful to him who cares nothing for your remorse. 
You are his equal. 
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XV 


Tears despise their sympathiser. 


XVI 


The depth remains measurable where the sands subdue: 
destiny. 


XVII 
My love, it matters little that I was born; you come into; 
sight where I disappear. 
XVIII 


Would I could walk, without deceiving the bird, from: 
the heart of the tree to the ecstasy of the fruit. 


XIX 


That which calls to you through pleasure is nothing 
but the mercenary gratitude of memory. The presence you 
have chosen bids no farewells. 


XX 


Stoop only to love. If you die, you still love. 


XXI 
The glooms in which you steep yourself are still subject 
to your lusty, solar sovereignty. 
XXII 


Have nothing to do with those in whose eyes man is only 
a passing shade of the colour lying on earth’s tormented back 
Let them reel off their long protestation. The red of the poke 
and the glow of the cloud are one. 


134 


| POEMS 
XXIII 


3 It is unworthy of the poet to puzzle the lamb, to invest 
himself with its fleece. 


XXIV 


If we live in a lightning flash, it is the heart of eternity. 


XXV 


Eyes that thought to create the day, but woke the wind, 
what can I do for you, I am oblivion. 


XXVI 


Poetry is of all clear streams the one that lingers least 
about her reflected bridges. 
Poetry, life's future held in man requalified. 


XXVII 


A rose that it may rain. At the end of innumerable 


years, that is your wish, 


THE METEOR OF THE 13th OF AUGUST 


Black will be that night when, in the absence of 
truth, man will suppress the superstition of truth. 


The three phases of the meteor correspond to the three 
fates or, if you prefer, to the three crossed ways along which 
our life springs forward, pauses, and burns out, life almost 
completely deprived of free will. These describe three sove- 
reign states, but it is impossible to say which has especial 
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precedence, as each gives the illusion of being the most: 
deeply, the most desperately and the most joyously felt, im. 
equal measure and almost at once. In the following brief! 
paragraphs, we have attempted a domification which, unfor-- 
tunately, can only be approximate. 


[THE METEOR OF THE 13th OF AUGUST] 
The very moment you appeared to me, my heart had the 


whole sky to light its way. It was mid-day in my poem. I 
knew anguish was asleep... 


[NOVAE] 


The first ray, trembling between a curse under torture 
and magnificent love. 


The optimism of philosophy is no longer adequate. 


The light on the rock shelters a major tree. We are 
advancing to where it is visible. 


Ever wider the marriage of eyes. The tragedy that is 
unfolding will rejoice even at our limits. 


Danger wiped out our melancholy. We spoke without look- 
ing at each other. Time held us together. Death avoided us. 


Larks of the night, stars, circling about the springs of 
surrender, be progress to these sleeping heads. 


I jumped out of my bed bordered with hawthorn. Bare- 
footed, I talk to the children. 
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[THE MOON CHANGES GARDENS] 


Where am I to rid me of this legacy of excrement that 
escorts me like a lamp? 


Tentative hymns! hymns denied! 
Woman, mad and to the night obedient — star. 


Stormy liberty in the swaddling-clothes of thunder, over 
the supremacy of the void, in the small hands of man. 


Don’t daze yourself with tomorrows. What you are looking 
at is winter striding over wounds, gnawing at the windows; 
and on the porch of death, the inscrutable torture. 


Those that sleep in wool, those that run in the cold, 
those that offer mediation, those that are not ravishers for 
want of something to do, are in accord with the meteor, the 
cock’s enemy. 


I have the illusion of being at the same time in my soul 
and outside it, far beyond the window pane and yet against 
it, a burst saxifrage. My desire is infinite. Nothing obsesses 
me but life. 


Nomad spark dying in its conflagration. 


Give yourself to love, O dweller by the riverside. Spend 
your truth. The grass that hides the gold of your love will 
never know the frost. 


On this earth with its dangers, I marvel at the idolatry 
of life. 


May my presence, that stirs in you a secret malaise, an 
unremitting hatred, be a meteor in your soul. 


A birdsong surprises the branches of morning. 
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TO AN IMAGE OF WARRIOR ARDOUR 


Our-Lady-of-Lights alone on your rock, at odds with: 
your church, friendly to her rebels, we owe you nothing butt 
a little charity. 


I have sometimes destested you. You were never naked.. 
Your mouth was unclean. But I know now that I was wrong,, 


for those that kissed you had fouled their table. 


Transients that we are, we have never insisted on sleep) 
until we were tired out. Protectress of endeavour, you bear: 
no mark, save that of those who showed you little love. 


You are the moment of a revealed lie, the bludgeon be-. 
fouled, the guilty torch. I have the strength of heart, fool 
that you are, to strike you or take your hand... It is for you 
to defend yourself. 


Too many clever fools are watching you, waiting for you to 
take fright. You have no choice but complicity. The awful 
disgust, having to obey their orders, and in return serve as 
their ally. 


I have broken silence because they have all gone and 
left you nothing but your clump of pines. Ah! run down 
io the road, make friends for yourself, be woman, but yielding 
woman... 


The world has been through so much since your coming 
that it is nothing but a pot of bones, a will to cruelty. O 


faded Lady, bold, shameless country girl, the lights are cold 


where men are born. 


(From FUREUR ET MYSTERE, Gallimard, Paris 1948). 
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| FLUSHED WITH JOY, THOSE THAT RISE IN THE 


| MORNING... 


Evidence and its near-hits are collective. Truth is 
personal. 


Take care: all men are not trustworthy. 


A welcome for him who comes to me in labour 
and sweat, saying: «I have come to deceive you ». 


O, great black helm, on your way to death, why 
should it always be your task to point out the 
lightning ? 


I 


The state of mind of the rising sun is gladness in spite 
of the cruel day and the memory of night. The hue of dried 
blood becomes the redness of dawn. 


II 


Those whose mission is to arouse, begin by taking a 
morning wash in the river. The first enchantment and the 
first shock are for one’s self. 


III 


Force your luck, clasp your happiness, and go to meet 
your risk. Seeing you, they will get used to your doing so. 


IV 


At the height of the storm, there is always a bird to 
comfort us. The unknown bird. It sings, and flies away. 


V 


The wise thing is not to collect in the mass but, in com- 
mon nature and creation to seek out your number, your reci- 
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procity, your differences, your passage, your truth, and the: 
small bit of despair that is its goad and moving fog. 


VI 


Go straight to the essential: don't you need young trees: 
to rebuild your forest? 


VII 


Intensity is silent. Its image is not. (I like the man who 
dazzles me and then accentuates my inner darkness). 


VII 


How this world suffers in becoming the world of man, 
shaped between the four walls of a book! That it should 
then be given over to speculators and fools who urge it on 
faster than it can go, — how are we not to see in this more 
than bad luck? To fight at all cost against that inevitable 
end with the help of our own magic, to make endless forays 
along the route, or what we use for the route, that is the 
task of the Morning people. Death is but a sleep complete 
and pure, with the plus sign for pilot to help it cleave the 
wave of becoming. Why take fright at your alluvial condi- 
tion? Quit taking the branch for the trunk and the root for 
the void. That is at least a beginning. 


IX 


You must breathe on sparks to make a good light. Beau- 
tiful burnt-out eyes will complete the offering. 


X 


Woman, fear-inspiring, with madness in her bite and a 
mortal cold in her body: that knowledge which, born of a 
noble ambition, in the end finds its measure in our tears and 
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our subjugation. Make no mistake, O best of men whose 
strong arm she covets and whose weakness she lies in wait 
for. 


XI 


When we feel the pressure to break with our luck and 
our courage, and to accept the various simplifications, some- 
thing that owes nothing to man, but wishes us well, exhorts 
us: « Rebels, rebels, rebels... » 


XII 


The personal adventure, the abundant adventure: com- 
munity of our mornings. 


XII 


Conquest and the unlimited preservation of the conquest 
that lies ahead of us murmuring of our shipwreck, deflecting 
our disillusion. 


XIV 


We have the peculiarity sometimes of swaying when we 
walk. Time is light, the ground agreeable, our foot turns 
where it knows. i 


XV 


When we say: the heart (and say it regretfully), what 
we mean is the smouldering heart, clothed in our common, 
miraculous flesh, which can at any moment stop beating and 


giving. 
XVI 


Between your greatest good and their least bad, poetry 


flares. 
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XVII 


The swarm, the lightning, and anathema: three slopes 


of the same mountain. 


XVIII 


To stand firmly on the ground and give your arm to a 
love unacceptable to those who sustain you, to build what 
you think is your house without that first stone, which will 
always inconceivably be missing, that is the curse. 


XIX 


Do not complain because you live nearer death than 


mortals do. 


XX 


We seem to be born always half-way between the begin- 
ning and the end of the world. We grow up in open rebellion, 
almost as furiously against what draws us on, as against what 


holds us back. 
XXI 


Imitate men as little as possible in their enigmatic passion 
for tying knots. 


XXII 


Death is not detestable except in the way it attacks each 
of our five senses one by one, then all of them together. If 
need be, hearing could ignore her. 


XXIII 


We can build multiformly only on error. This is what 
allows us to think, at each renewal, that we are happy. 
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XXIV 


| When the ship sinks, her sails find harbor inside us. Her 
masts rise out of our blood. Her fresh impatience gathers 
| strength for further obstinate voyages. Is it not so, you, who 
are blind upon the sea? Staggering through all that blue, O 
sadness rising on the farthest waves? 


XXV 
| 
We are passers-by schooled to pass by, and therefore to 
sow disturbance, to impose our heat, to speak our exuberance. 
That is why we interrupt! That is why we are untimely and 


unusual! The plume we flaunt means nothing. Our usefulness 
is directed against the employer. 


XXVI 


I can despair of myself and keep my hope in You. I have 
fallen from my brightness, and you do not notice death, in 
plain view, bracken in the wall, woman walking by my side. 


XXVII 


Finally if you will destroy, let it be with nuptial imple- 
ments. 


DIVERGENCE 


The horse with the narrow head 

Has beaten down his enemy, 

The poet with the lazy heels 

Knows winds more masterful 

Than those that breathe in his voice. 
The devastated earth recovers 


Though wounded by an endless sword. 
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Go back in patience to your farms; 
Over the almond-trees in Spring 
Youth and age pour in streams. 
Death smiles at the edge of Time 
Giving it some nobility. 


It is upon the heights of summer 
That the poet’s revolt begins, 

And it is from the harvests fire 

He draws his madness and his torch. 


THE ADVICE OF THE LOOK-OUT 


Fruit springing beneath the knife 
Beauty whose echo is a taste, 
Dawn with your pincer jaws, 
Lovers the world would pull apart, 
Woman in your apron, 

Nail scratching on the wall, 
Desert! Desert! 


PYRENEES 


Mountains of the great and wronged, 
On your feverish tower-tops 


The last light fades. 


Naught but the void, the avalanche, 
Grief and regret! 


Those troubadours, crossed in love, 
Watched their kingdom bitter-sweet 
Turn white in one summer. 


Ah! inexorable the snow 
Would have them ät its feet in pain, 
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Would have them die in ice 


Who have lived among the sands. 


ON LEAVE 


The ogre that is everywhere: 

On her face you’re waiting for 
And in your longing for that face, 
In the migration of the birds, 
Beneath their feigned tranquillity: 
The ogre that serves us all 

And is never thanked, 

In the house you built yourself 
Despite the migraine of the wind; 
The ogre, hooded a chimaera; 

Ah! if he were free to tell us 

That he is the serving man of Death, 
Our anguish would become resigned 
But what a desert were the mind. 


NIGHTS OF FULFILLMENT 


With a stronger wind, 

A lamp less dim, 

We should reach the wayside halt 
At which night will say « Pass on»; 
And we shall know it's true 

When the glass goes black. 


O earth all tenderness! 

O branch my joy grows on! 
The maw of heaven is white. 
Whats shimmering there is you, 
My fall, my love, my prey. 
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When our bones had touched land, 
And through our faces crumbling come, 
My love, nothing ended there. 

Love came freshly in a cry 

Reviving and restoring us. 

Though our heat was silenced, 
Something there kept on 

(Different from dying life) 

Unfolding to infinity. 

That which we had seen afloat 

Edge to edge with grief 

Was there, as in a nest, 

Its two eyes bringing us 

Together in new-born consent. 
Despite the wool of swaddling-clothes 
Death had not grown up, 

And happiness not yet begun 

Was listening for us; 

The grass was bare and trampled on. 


WHEREFORE YIELD? 


Oh! Woman discovered, our wings go side by side 


And high heaven is their faithful air. 
But what is that still shining above us? 


It is the dying reflection of our daring. 
When we have made our way through it, 
We shall distress the earth no more: 

We shall see each other. 


(From LES MATINAUX, Gallimard, Paris 1950). 
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CONGE AU VENT 


A flancs de coteau du village bivouaquent des champs fournis de 
mimosas. A l’époque de la cueillette, il arrive que, loin de leur endroit, 
on fasse la rencontre extrémement odorante d’une fille dont les bras se 
sont occupés durant la journée aux fragiles branches, Pareille à une 
lampe dont Pauréole de clarté serait de parfum, elle s’en va, le dos tourné 
au soleil couchant. 

Il serait sacrilege de lui adresser la. parole. 

L’espadrille foulant l'herbe, cédez-lui le pas du chemin. Peut-être 
aurez-vous la chance de distinguer sur ses lèvres la chimère de l'humidité 
de la Nuit? 


LA COMPAGNE DU VANNIER 


Je taimais. Jaimais ton visage de source raviné par l'orage et le 
chiffre de ton domaine enserrant mon baiser. Certains se confient à une 
imagination toute ronde. Aller me suffit. J'ai rapporté du désespoir un 
panier si petit, mon amour, qu'on a pu le tresser en osier. 


JEUNESSE 


Loin de Pembuscade des tuiles et de l’aumône des calvaires, vous 
vous donnez naissance, otages des oiseaux, fontaines. La pente de l’hom- 
me faite de la nausée de ses cendres, de l’homme en lutte avec sa pro- 
vidence vindicative, ne suffit pas à vous désenchanter. 


Éloge, nous nous sommes acceptés. 


«Si j'avais été muette comme la marche de pierre fidèle au soleil et 
qui ignore sa blessure cousue de lierre, si j'avais été enfant comme l'arbre 
blanc qui accueille les frayeurs des abeilles, si les collines avaient vécu 
jusqu’à l’été, si l'éclair m'avait ouvert sa grille, si tes nuits m’avaient 


pardonnée... ». 


Regard, verger d'étoiles, les genéts, la solitude sont distincts de vous! 
Le chant finit l'exil. La brise des agneaux ramène la vie neuve. 


147 


LU 


RENÉ CHAR 


CONDUITE 


Passe. 

La bêche sidérale 

autrefois là s’est engouffrée. 
Ce soir un village d oiseaux 
très haut exulte et passe. 


Écoute aux tempes rocheuses 

des présences dispersées 

le mot qui fera ton sommeil 

chaud comme un arbre de septembre. 


Vois bouger Ventrelacement 

des certitudes arrivées 

près de nous à leur quintessence, 
ö ma Fourche, ma Soif anxieuse! 


La rigueur de vivre se rode 

sans cesse à convoiter l'exil. 

Par une fine pluie d'amande, 

melee de liberté docile, 

ta gardienne alchimie s’est produite, 
6 Bien-aimée! 


POST-SCRIPTUM 


Ecartez-vous de moi qui patiente sans bouche; 

A vos pieds je suis né, mais vous m’avez perdu; 
Mes feux ont trop précisé leur royaume; 

Mon trésor a coulé contre votre billot. 


Le désert comme asile au seul tison suave 
Jamais ne m’a nommé, jamais ne m’a rendu. 
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Ecartez-vous de moi qui patiente sans bouche: 
Le trefle de la passion est de fer dans ma main, 


Dans la stupeur de Tair où s’ouvrent mes allées, 
Le temps émondera peu à peu mon visage. 
Comme un cheval sans fin dans un labour aigri. 


HYMNE A VOIX BASSE 


L’Hellade, c'est le rivage déployé d'une mer géniale d’où s’elancerent 
à l'aurore le souffle de la connaissance et le magnétisme de l'intelligence, 
gonflant d’egale fertilité des pouvoirs qui semblèrent perpétuels; c’est 
plus loin, une mappemonde d’etranges montagnes: une chaîne de volcans 
sourit à la magie des héros, à la tendresse serpentine des déesses, guide 
le vol nuptial de l'homme, libre enfin de se savoir et de périr oiseau; 
c’est la réponse à tout, même à l’usure de la naissance, même aux détours 
du labyrinthe. Mais ce sol massif fait du diamant de la lumière et de la 
neige, cette terre imputrescible sous les pieds de son peuple victorieux 
de la mort mais mortel par évidence de pureté, une raison étrangère tente 
de châtier sa perfection, croit couvrir le balbutiement de ses épis. 

O Grèce, miroir et corps trois fois martyrs, imaginer c'est te rétablir. 
Tes guérisseurs sont dans ton peuple et ta santé est dans ton droit. Ton 
sang incalculable, je l'appelle, le seul vivant pour qui la liberté a cessé 
d'être maladive, qui me brise la bouche, lui du silence et moi du cri. 


LE MUGUET 


Jai sauvegardé la fortune du couple. Je Pai suivi dans son obscure 
loyauté. La vieillesse du torrent m'avait lu sa page de gratitude. Un jeune 
orage s’annongait. La lumière de la terre me frölait. Et pendant que se 
retraçait sur la vitre l’enfance du justicier (la clémence était morte), à 
bout de patience je sanglotais. 


MARTHE 


Marthe que ces vieux murs ne peuvent pas s’approprier, fontaine ou 
se mire ma monarchie solitaire, comment pourrais-je jamais vous oublier 
puisque je n’ai pas à me souvenir de vous: vous êtes le present qui s’accu- 
mule. Nous nous unirons sans avoir à nous aborder, à nous prévoir comme 
deux pavots font en amour une anémone géante. 
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Je n’entrerai pas dans votre cœur pour limiter sa mémoire. Je ne: 
retiendrai pas votre bouche pour l'empêcher de s’entr’ouvrir sur le blew:ı 
de Pair et la soif de partir. Je veux être pour vous la liberté et le ventt 
de la vie qui passe le seuil de toujours avant que la nuit ne devienne 
introuvable. 


A LA SANTÉ DU SERPENT 


I 


Je chante la chaleur à visage de nouveau-né, la chaleur désespérée. | 


I 


. Au tour du pain de rompre l’homme, d’être la beauté du point-du- 
jour. 


III 
Celui qui se fie au tournesol ne méditera pas dans la maison. Toutes 
les pensées de l’amour deviendront ses pensées. 
IV 


Dans la boucle de Vhirondelle un orage s’informe, un jardin se 
construit. 


V 

Il y aura toujours une goutte d’eau pour durer plus que le soleil sans 
que l’ascendant du soleil soit ébranlé. 
VI 


Produis ce que la connaissance veut garder secret, la connaissance 
aux cent passages. 


VII 


Ce qui vient au monde pour ne rien troubler ne mérite ni égards 
ni patience. 


VIII 


Combien durera ce manque de l’homme mourant au centre de la 
création parce que la création l’a congédié? 
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IX 


Chaque maison était une saison. La ville ainsi se répétait. Tous les 
habitants ensemble ne connaissaient que l'hiver, malgré leur chair réchauf. 
fée, malgré le jour qui ne s’en allait pas. 


X 


Tu es dans ton essence constamment poète, constamment au zénith 
de ton amour, constamment avide de verite et de justice, C’est sans doute 
un mal nécessaire que tu ne puisses l’etre assidúment dans ta conscience. 


XI 


Tu feras de l’âme qui n'existe pas un homme meilleur quelle, 


XII 


Regarde l’image téméraire où se baigne ton pays, ce plaisir qui ra 
longtemps fui. 


XIII 


Nombreux sont ceux qui attendent que l’écueil les soulève, que le 
but les franchisse, pour se définir. 


XIV 


Remercie celui qui ne prend pas souci de ton remords. Tu es son 
égal. 


XV 


Les larmes méprisent leur confident. 


XVI 


Il reste une profondeur mesurable là où le sable subjugue la destinée, 


XVII 


Mon amour, peu importe que je sois né: tu deviens visible à La place 
où je disparais. 
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XVII 


Poúvoir marcher, sans tromper Voiseau, du coeur de l'arbre à l’extase 
du fruit. 


XIX 


Ce qui accueille à travers le plaisir n'est que la gratitude mercenaire : 
du souvenir. La présence que tu as choisie ne délivre pas Œadieu. 


XX 


Ne te courbe que pour aimer. Si tu meurs, tu aimes encore. 


XXI 


Les ténèbres que tu t’infuses sont régies par la luxure de ton ascen- 
dant solaire. 


XXII 


Néglige ceux aux yeux de qui l’homme passe pour n’etre qu'une 
étape de la couleur sur le dos tourmenté de la terre. Qu'ils dévident 
leur longue remontrance. L’encre du tisonnier et la rougeur du nuage 
ne font qu'un. 


XXIII 


Il n’est pas digne du poète de mystifier l'agneau, d’investir sa laine. 


XXIV 


Si nous habitons un éclair, il est le coeur de l’eternel. 


XXV 


Yeux qui, croyant inventer le jour, avez éveillé le vent, que puis-je 
pour vous, je suis l’oubli. 


XXVI 


La poésie est de toutes les eaux claires celle qui s’attarde le moins 
aux reflets de ses ponts. 


Poésie, la vie future à l’intérieur de Thomme requalifié. 
XXVII 


Une rose pour qu'il pleuve. Au terme d’innombrables années, c’est 
ton souhait. 
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LE METEORE DU 13 AOUT 


Mauvaise sera la nuit où, à défaut de 
la vérité même, l’homme supprimera la 
superstition de la vérité. 


Les trois phases du météore correspondent aux trois fatalités ou 
si l’on préfère aux trois directions contrariees, en vertu desquelles s’élan- 
ce, sajourne et brüle notre vie, à peu près complètement dépourvue de 
libre arbitre. Elles traduisent trois états souverains, mais il est impos- 
sible d'écrire lequel a plus particulièrement barre sur l’autre, chacun 
offrant l'illusion d’être le plus profondément, le plus désespérément, le 
plus allègrement ressenti par nous à l'instar de ses pareils et presque 
à la fois. Dans cette succession de brefs paragraphes nous avons tenté 
une domification qui ne peut être, hélas, qu'approximative. 


[LE METEORE DU 13 AOUT] 


A la seconde où tu m’apparus, mon coeur eut tout le ciel pour 
Véclairer. Il fut midi à mon poème. Je sus que l'angoisse dormait. 


[NOVAE] 


Premier rayon qui hésite entre l’imprécation du supplice et le ma- 
gnifique amour. 


L’optimisme des philosophies ne nous est plus suffisant. 


La lumière du rocher abrite un arbre majeur. Nous nous avançons 


vers sa visibilité. 


Toujours plus larges fiançailles des regards. La tragédie qui s’ela- 
bore jouira même de nos limites. 


Le danger nous ôtait toute mélancolie. Nous parlions sans nous re- 
garder. Le temps nous tenait unis. La mort nous évitait. 
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Alouettes de la nuit, étoiles, qui tournoyez aux sources de Vaban- | 
don, soyez progrès aux fronts qui dorment. 


Pai sauté de mon lit bordé d’aubépines. Pieds nus, je parle aux 
enfants. 
[LA LUNE CHANGE DE JARDIN] 


Où vais-je égarer cette fortune d’excréments qui m’escorte comme 
une lampe? 


Hymnes provisoires! hymnes contredits! 
Folles, et, à la nuit, lumières obéissantes. 


Orageuse liberté dans les langes de la foudre, sur la souveraineté du 
vide, aux petites mains de l’homme. 


Ne tétourdis pas de lendemains. Tu regardes l'hiver qui enjambe 
les plaies et ronge les fenêtres, et, sur le porche de la mort, l’inscru- 
table torture. 


Ceux qui dorment dans la laine, ceux qui courent dans le froid, 
ceux qui offrent leur médiation, ceux qui ne sont pas ravisseurs faute 
de mieux, s'accordent avec le météore, ennemi du coq. 


Illusoirement, je suis à la fois dans mon âme et hors delle, loin 
devant la vitre et contre la vitre, saxifrage éclaté. Ma convoitise est 
infinie. Rien ne m’obsede que la vie. 


Étincelle nomade qui meurt dans son incendie. 


Aime riveraine. Dépense ta vérité. L’herbe qui cache Tor de ton 
amour ne connaitra jamais le gel. 


Sur cette terre des perils, je m’émerveille de l’idolätrie de la vie. 
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Que ma présence qui vous cause énigmatique malaise, haine sans 
rémission, soit météore dans votre âme. 


Un chant d'oiseau surprend la branche du matin. 


A UNE FERVEUR BELLIQUEUSE 


Notre-Dame-des-Lumiéres qui restez seule sur votre rocher, brouillée 
avec votre église, favorable à ses insurgés, nous ne vous devons rien 
qu'un peu de charité. 


Je vous ai quelquefois detestee. Vous n’etiez jamais nue. Votre 
bouche était sale. Mais je sais aujourd’hui que j'ai exagéré car ceux qui 
vous baisaient avaient souillé leur table. 


Les passants que nous sommes n’ont jamais exige que le repos leur 
vint avant d’être épuisés. Gardienne des efforts, vous n'étes pas marquée, 
sinon du peu d'amour qui vous fut témoigné. 


Vous êtes le moment d'un mensonge éclairé, le gourdin encrassé, 
la lampe punissable. J’ai le coeur assez fort, folle, pour vous gifler ou 
tous prendre la main. A vous de vous défendre. 


Trop de coquins vous guettent et guettent votre effroi. Vous n'avez 
d'autre choix que la complicité. Le sévère dégoût qu’obéir à leur voix, 
de devoir en retour leur servir d’affidée! 


Pai rompu le silence puisque tous sont partis et que vous n'avez 
rien qu'un bois de pins pour vous, Ah! courez à la route, faites-vous des 
amis et femme devenez, mais femme qui se plie. 


Le monde a tant marché depuis votre venue qu’il nest plus qu'un 
pot d'os, qu'un voeu de cruauté. O Dame évanouie, campagnarde effron- 
tée, les lumières sont froides où les hommes sont nés! 


(FUREUR ET MYSTÈRE, Gallimard, Paris 1948). 
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ROUGEUR DES MATINAUX 


(ENCLAVE DELEBILE) 


L’évidence et ses a-peu-pres sont collectifs. La 
vérité est personnelle. 


Prenez garde: tous ne sont pas dignes de la 
confidence. 


Accolade à celui qui, émergeant de sa fatigue 
et de sa sueur, s’avancera et me dira: «Je suis 
venu pour te tromper ». 


O grande barre noire, en route vers ta mort, 
pourquoi serait-ce toujours à toi de montrer 
Péclair? 

I 


L’etat d’esprit du soleil levant est ullegresse malgré le jour cruel 
et le souvenir de la nuit. La teinte du caillot devient la rougeur de 
Paurore. 


II 


Quand on a mission d'éveiller, on commence par faire sa toilette 
dans la rivière, Le premier enchantement comme le premier saisisse- 
ment sont pour soi. 


II 


Impose ta chance, serre ton bonheur et va vers ton risque. A te 
regarder, ils s'habitueront. 


IV 


Au plus fort de l'orage, il y a toujours un oiseau pour nous rassurer. 
C'est l'oiseau inconnu. Il chante avant de s'envoler. 


V 


La sagesse est de ne pas s’agglomerer, mais dans la création et 
dans la nature communes, de trouver notre nombre, notre réciprocité, 
nos différences, notre passage, notre vérité et ce peu de désespoir qui 
en est Paiguillon et le mouvant brouillard. 
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VI 


Allez à l'essentiel: n'avez-vous pas besoin de jeunes arbres pour re» 
boiser votre forét? 


VII 


L’intensité est silencieuse. Son image ne lest pas. (Jaime qui 


x 


m'éblouit puis accentue l’obscur à l’intérieur de moi). 


VIII 


Combien souffre ce monde, pour devenir celui de l’homme, d'être 
façonné entre les quatre murs dun livre! Qu'il soit ensuite remis aux 
mains de spéculateurs et dextravagants qui le pressent d'avancer plus 
vite que son propre mouvement, comment ne pas voir là plus que de 
la malchance? Combattre vaille que vaille cette fatalité à l’aide de sa 
magie, ouvrir dans l’aile de la route, de ce qui en tient lieu, d’insatia- 
bles randonnées, c’est la tâche des Matinaux. La mort n'est qu'un som- 
meil entier et pur avec le signe plus qui le pilote et Taide à fendre 
le flot du devenir. Quas-tu à t’alarmer de ton état alluvial? Cesse de 
prendre la branche pour le tronc et la racine pour le vide. C’est un 
petit commencement. 


IX 


Il faut souffler sur quelques lueurs pour faire de la bonne lumière. 
Beaux yeux brülés parachèvent le don. 


x 


Femelle redoutable, elle porte la rage dans sa morsure et un froid 
mortel dans ses flancs, cette connaissance qui, partie d’une noble am- 
bition, finit par trouver sa mesure dans nos larmes et dans notre jugu- 
lation. Ne vous meprenez pas, 6 vous entre les meilleurs doni elle convoi- 
te le bras et guette la défaillance. 


XI 


A toute pression de rompre avec nos chances, notre morale, et de 
nous soumettre à tel modèle simplificateur, ce qui ne doit rien à l’homme, 
mais nous veut du bien, nous exhorte: « Insurgé, insurge, insurge... >. 


XII 


L'aventure personnelle, l'aventure prodiguée, communauté de nos au- 
rores. 
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XII 


Conquête et conservation indéfinie de cette conquête en avant de: 
nous qui murmure notre naufrage, deroute notre deception. 


XIV 


Nous avons cette particularité parfois de nous balancer en marchant. . 
Le temps nous est léger, le sol nous est facile, notre pied ne tourne} 
qu'à bon escient. 


XV 


Quand nous disons: le coeur (et le disons à regret), il s’agit du, 
coeur attisant que recouvre la chair miraculeuse et commune, et qui peut 
à chaque instant cesser de battre et d'accorder. 


XVI 


Entre ton plus grand bien et leur moindre mal rougeoie la poésie. 


XVII 


L’essaim, l'éclair et l’anathème, trois obliques d'un même sommet. 


XVIII 


Se tenir fermement sur terre, et, avec amour, donner le bras à un 
fruit non accepté de ceux qui vous appuient, édifier ce qu’on croit sa 
maison, sans le concours de la première pierre qui toujours inconceva- 
blement fera faute, c’est la malédiction. 


XIX 


Ne te plains pas de vivre plus près de la mort que les mortels. 


XX 
Il semble que Ton naît toujours à mi-chemin du commencement et 
de la fin du monde. Nous grandissons en révolte ouverte presque aussi 
furieusement contre ce qui nous entraine que contre ce qui nous retient. 


XXI 


Imite le moins possible les hommes dans leur énigmatique maladie 
de faire des noeuds. 
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La mort n’est haissable que parce quelle affecte séparément chacun 
de nos cing sens, puis tous à la fois. A la rigueur, louie la négligerait. 


XXIII 


On ne bátit multiformément que sur Terreur. C'est ce qui nous 
permet de nous supposer, à chaque renouveau, heureux. 


XXIV 


Quand le navire s’engloutit, sa voilure se sauve à l’intérieur de nous. 
Elle mäte sur notre sang. Sa neuve impatience se concentre pour d’au- 
tres obstinés voyages. N'est-ce pas, vous, qui êtes aveugle sur la mer? 


Vous qui vacillez dans tout ce bleu, ö tristesse dressée aux vagues les 
plus loin? 


XXV 


Nous sommes des passants appliqués à passer, donc à jeter le trouble, 
à infliger notre chaleur, à dire notre exubérance. Voilà pourquoi nous 
intervenons! Voilà pourquoi nous sommes intempestifs et insolites! Notre 
aigrette n'y est rien. Notre utilité est tournée contre l'employeur. 


XXVI 


Je puis désespérer de moi et garder mon espoir en Vous. Je suis 
tombé de mon éclat et la mort vue de tous, vous ne la marquez pas, 
fougère dans le mur, promeneuse à mon bras. 


XXVII 


Enfin si tu détruis, que ce soit avec des outils nuptiaux. 


DIVERGENCE 


Le cheval à la tête étroite 

A condamné son ennemi, 

Le poete aux talons oisifs, 

A de plus severes zéphyrs 

Que ceux qui courent dans sa voix. 
La terre ruinée se reprend 

Bien quun fer continu la blesse. 
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Rentrez aux fermes, gens patients; 
Sur les amandiers au printemps 
Ruissellent vieillesse et jeunesse. 
La mort sourit au bord du temps 
Qui lui donne quelque noblesse, 


C'est sur les hauteurs de l'été 
Que le poète se révolte, 

Et du brasier de la récolte 
Tire sa torche et sa folie. 


CONSEIL DE LA SENTINELLE 


Fruit qui jaillissez du couteau, 
Beauté dont saveur est l’écho, 
Aurore à gueule de tenailles, 
Amants qu'on veut désassembler, 
Femme qui portez tablier, 
Ongle qui grattez la muraille, 
Désertez! désertez! 


PYRÉNÉES 


Montagne des grands abusés, 
Au sommet de vos tours fievreuses 
Faiblit la dernière clarté. 


Rien que le vide et l’avalanche, 
La détresse et le regret! 


Tous ces troubadours mal-aimés 
Ont vu blanchir dans un été 
Leur doux royaume pessimiste. 


Ah! la neige est inexorable 

Qui aime qu'on souffre à ses pieds, 
Qui veut que l’on meure glacé 
Quand on a vécu dans les sables. 
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L’ogre qui est partout: 

Sur le visage qu’on attend 

Et dans le languir qu’on en a, 
Dans la migration des oiseaux, 
Sous leur feinte tranquillité; 
L’ogre qui sert chacun de nous 
Et n’est jamais remercié, 

Dans la maison qu'on s’est construite 
Malgré la migraine du vent; 
L’ogre couvert et chimerique; 
Ah! sil pouvait nous confier 
Qu’il est le valet de la Mort, 
L’angoisse se resignerait. 

Mais le desert s’etablirait. 


LES NUITS JUSTES 


Avec un vent plus fort, 

Une lampe moins obscure, 
Nous devons trouver la halte 
Oü la nuit dira « Passez »; 

Et nous saurons que c’est vrai 
Quand le verre s’eteindra. 


O terre devenue tendre! 

O branche ou mürit ma joie! 

La gueule du ciel est blanche. 

Ce qui miroite, là, c'est toi, 

Ma chute, mon amour, mon saccage. 


PLEINEMENT 


Quand nos os eurent touché terre, 
Croulant à travers nos visages, 
Mon amour, rien ne fut fini. 

Un amour frais vint dans un cri 
Nous ranimer et nous reprendre. 
Et si la chaleur s'était tue, 
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La chose qui continuait, 
Opposée a la vie mourante, 
A Tinfini s’elaborait. 

Ce que nous avions vu flotter 
Bord ä bord avec la douleur 
Etait la comme dans un nid, 
Et ses deux yeux nous unissaient 
Dans un naissant consentement, 
La mort n’avait pas grandi 
Malgré des laines ruisselantes, 
Et le bonheur pas commence 
A l’écoute de nos présences; 
L’herbe était nue et piétinée. 


POURQUOI SE RENDRE? 


Oh! Rencontree, nos ailes vont cöte a cöte 
Et Pazur leur est fidèle. 
Mais qu’est-ce qui brille encore au-dessus de nous? 


Le reflet mourant de notre audace. 
Lorsque nous l’aurons parcouru, 


Nous n’affligerons plus la terre: 
Nous nous regarderons. 


(LES MATINAUX, Gallimard, Paris 1948). 
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THE CANDLE IS LIGHTING 


Behind my back the door of the cinema balcony swung 
open. The narrow splay of the pocket-torch picked me out 
where I sat at the end of the row. 

« Excuse me! Are you the new doctor? » the girl-usher 
enquired. 

«I am». 

« There’s a call — a red-ticket call — below for you ». 

I glanced at the screen. It was the last night of this 
film. Betty Grable’s dancing legs and thighs and hips were 
firm and fluent both. I was enjoying the film which was in 
technicolor. You see, Betty and her story-husband, partners 
in this television act, were anxious to have a baby. But Betty 
had been in a car-smash and the doctor had told her that 
she’d never have children. This is what made the film sad. 
In the intervals of taking part in the television song-and- 
dance number, Betty and her considerate husband careered 
around America in a fast car looking for a child to adopt. 
But at the moment of my glancing my last at the screen, 
Betty was dancing with those first prize legs of hers. I'll say 
this much in any company — the bloom that technicolor can 
put on a woman’s limbs is to me an altogether remarkable 
phenomenon. 

The country lad’s upturned face was touched with the 
red of the neon-sign. His tweed cap was pulled down over 
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his sweating, but now cooling face. His muddied and rustied 
bieycle was propped against the wall. He eyed me sullenly. 
The soft Irish rain falling on his tweed overcoat wreathed 
him in the smell of turf-smoke. 

« You the chap for the call? » I asked. 

« Aye! » 

« Who is it? » 

« My mother. She’s near havin’ a baby ». 

Adding a probable eighteen to a probable twenty-three, 
I asked: « Where do you live? » 

«Kyle!» He gestured high over the houses to the 
southern hills. 

«Tl tell you what», I said. «I’m doing locum for Dr. 
Creed. Pull down to his house. I'll tie up your bike. You 
can travel with me in the car ». 

In the car, I probed: « You the eldest? » 

« Aye — barrin’ a girl». 

« How many in family are you? » 

« Fourteen ». 

« All alive? » 

«Yeh, except the boy was choked in the f’-barred 
gate ». 

« Does Dr. Creed usually attend your mother? » 

« Not in child-birth ». 

« No? » 

There was no reply. I had to ask directly: « Who 
attended your mother on the other children? » 

« Nance Andy ». 

« Is this... Nance Andy there this time? » 

« She’s there ». 

I turned my face in enquiry. 

« Things went wrong», he said, looking stolidly at the 
road. 

After a while: « Is your mother in labour? » 

« Aye! » 

« Long? » 

« Two days — three days. I couldn’t be rightly sure ». 
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We were pulling up into the hills. Rain was still falling. 
The engine strained on the incline. Awkwardly I changed 
gears — I’d surely have stripped those gears by the time 
Creed would return. The road was pied with white flat rocks. 
The town had fallen away behind me. Below road level the 
bog stretched away for barren miles. Now and again the 
glow through the open doorway of a cottage showed the red 
or green or bright grain-work of a delf-laden dresser. 

We went on and on. There was nothing but rain and 
rushes and hills. 

« Turn left at the next cross-roads », the lad said at last. 

The screen-wiper was working badly. The rain had wors- 
ened. The road was bumpy. Under the headlights the furze 
blossoms came brilliantly alive. I turned at the cross-roads. 
We went on. 

«Stop at the next gateway ». 

We stopped. I took my bag, the boy his bicycle. 

«It's a piece back from the road », he said. « The pas- 
sage is poor ». 

Beyond the rushes I saw a lighted lantern bob and swing. 
The rain did not seem to be so heavy as I had thought it 
in the car. Still the October wind flung what there was of 
it against me. I had forgotten to bring my showerproof coat. 
I turned up the lapels of my jacket and narrowed my eyes 
against the raw night. 

The lantern came hurrying. We squelched forward to 
meet it. The smell of black ground and bruised rushes was 
around us. With a snort, a scrawny heifer lurched away from 
us into the darkness. The lantern was now quite close. I 
made out the figure of a girl who had halted on the verge 
of the little road. 

«You have the doctor, Mick? » 

« Aye! » 

« Did the priest ‘come? » the boy then asked abrupto 

«Come and gone », the girl answered. 

She came towards me and, as best she could, directed 
the light at my boots. Then, « Excuse me! » she said as she 
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placed her coat across my shoulders. « No! No! » I protested, , 
but her method of hurrying on through the night carried its; 
own insistence. 

Without barking, a collie dog came bounding to meet: 
us. The storey-and-a-half thatched house, longer and higher: 
than the average cottage, rode a lump of cobbled ground! 
with a few ash trees mushroomed above it. The smell of farm- . 
dung came strongly from the right hand. | 

The kitchen was crowded. Children of all sizes were. 
everywhere. As I looked at them I saw that they were variants | 
of the boy and the girl (the girl and I had looked at one 
another fully under the lamplight) I had already met. Three 
women were there — presumably neighbours. One was old — 
for a certainty this was Nance Andy, for she was keeping 
very much to the back of the group and kept hiding her 
eyes in her headshawl. A huge man in the furthest corner 
under the loft behind the fire looked up from the rolling of 
a twig between his powerful hands: he had the same brown 
eyes as the children. On my entrance, a naked child, his pot- 
belly fronted to the heat of the turf fire, had turned and 
buried himself in the arms of a seated girl of fourteen or 
so. The man of the house did not rise — not through lack 
. of courtesy, I concluded, but from a sheer overpowering desire 
to remain part of the background. 

The children as a knot looked at me again. Their faces 
were vivid against the signal red of the chimney breast or 
weather-dark against the white of the limed walls. I looked 
up — rooms under the thatch were reached by a stairs giving 
to a short gallery. 

I was accustomed to the clinical anonymity of city hospi- 
tals — places where the patients were tagged units, interesting 
only because of the manner in which their symptoms looked, 
or failed to look with the symptoms given in the case-books. 
For all we young house-physicians knew, or to tell God’s 
truth, cared, the patients might have come from Mars. 

The dog growled: one of the neighbours ventured to 
say: « Hush! Hush! » The washed children were still staring 
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at me. The faces of the older ones pondered my youthful 
appearance: their gaze hardened as they slit the skin of my 
implying that I knew all things. I saw their eyes slowly fill 
with dismay. In the eyes of the girls of twelve or thirteen 1 
saw terror plain. 

The eldest girl had now plucked the candle from the 
lantern and, setting it in an enamel sconce, preceded me to 
the back bedroom, where, limp as the wick coiled in the 
bowl of a lamp, the woman lay. Her upturned palms were 
too weak even to tighten on the ironwork of the bed-head. 
I said the usual words which seemed barely able to reach 
her understanding. The candlelight came forward and 1 made 
my examination. Now and again across her over-ripe body 
there moved the memory of spasm as a horse's skin is shivered 
under the sting of a horse-fly. Then as the light gilded 
my fingers 1 thought with a start of Divine Billy, our spruce 
Professor of Obstetrics, speaking to us students, glassy eyed 
as we were after one of the traditional student bouts of 
drinking: 

« Gentlemen, such as you are, listen to my message! It 
is a simple one. The candle is lighting, the mother is dying, 
and you’re the young doctor with the scales in your hands ». 

Foxhead of gold in a poplin tie set above black pinstripe 
suiting. Indicators of light on the walls of Billy’s surgery 
showing the progress of labour of difficult patients in the 
labour wards of the eity hospitals. The loveliest and strongest 
hands a human being ever had. Divine Billy! 

But we used to laugh and say under our breath: « Christ! 
Such a head as I have on me! What wouldn’t I give for a 
hair of the dog that bit me? » And all the small slogans of 
youth’s revolt. 

As I moved to the other side of the bed, I spied a seg- 
ment of the group at the kitchen fire. The children were si- 
lent and were gaping in through the bedroom doorway. 

Over the candle’s flame the girl’s eyes were secretly upon 
me as I continued my examination. Foetal heart strong; 
mother pulse weak. Other things, too — factors that follow 
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upon the lost elasticity of a tired body. Could I move her te» 
hospital? That torn passage-way; that rough road. Sweat mov- - 
ed slowly across my limbs. A sedative would carry its own. 
danger. I listened back through time and desperately tried to» 
find the voice of Billy. He was speaking in snatches, warning ; 
me to beware of the facile solution offered by stainless steel. , 
Counselling me to test Nature to her limits. Then the snatch- | 
es of Billy's voice broke into flakes and all 1 could clearly 

hear was his dread message: 

The candle is lighting, the mother is dying, and yowre | 
the young doctor who's holding the scales. 

The kitchen was uncannily silent. I felt that my every 
boot movement, small sniffle, muttered word — my breathing 
even — was under analysis. Now and again after I had given 
the woman the weak sedative I faced the people in the kitch- 
en. As I did so the grouping around the fire altered but 
the impression of their being a jury remained unchanged. 
Later still as one by one the younger children were packed 
off to their beds in the loft I marvelled at the implied know- 
ledge of those few elder ones who remained. And then I real- 
ised that they drank in statements of birth with every cow 
that calved, with every mare that foaled, with every ewe 
that lambed, with every valuable sow that farrowed under 
guard. Nance Andy should have been the witch of the piece 
— yet was not. She was but a gentle old woman that for 
the duration of strain had borrowed the watchful eyes of an 
animal. She and ihe man of the house continued to merge 
with their background. 

The candle is lighting... 

The girl and I fought. I fought, well — for pride in my 
craft. That was the night on which I was born again — this 
time in humility. The girl — could it be that she was fight- 
ing for the right to suffer as her mother was suffering? I 
learned that this was the third night she had spent sleepless 
on her feet, yet I could not persuade her to take rest. The 
low candle guttered — the girl lighted another. We kept 
vigil through the hours as this second candle burned lower 
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into the socket. Times when I entered the kitchen I flawed 
the listless pattern of those who remained, the bowed father, 
two women neighbours, two girls, the eldest boy — and Nance 
Andy. The house above us was filled with the rhythm of 
a restless breathing which was now and again spoiled by a 
child’s protestation from sleep. The clack of Nance Andy’s 
rosary-beads was inordinately loud. Times on my return to 
the bedroom where the girl crouched on a stool in the corner 
I could see the mother’s eyes wide open in the half-dark as 
she lay there listening to the pulse of her home. Long since 
we had abandoned speaking. 

The night grew old, the day new. Once the woman tur- 
ned her eyes to the grey window. I sat in shadow. The girl 
was low in the corner, her hair tumbled over her dried-up 
face. As we had come and gone in the long night there had 
risen an understanding between her and me — it was not 
love yet it was kin to love. The candle was nearing its end. 
The woman was losing her strength. When the waves took 
her, her body seemed too weak to respond. 

With the full coming of day the tide in the mother’s 
body flowed again, wave after wave that would most cer- 
tainly take her out to sea or, we hoped against hope, cast 
her high upon the shore. The girl was no longer suffering, 
yet each time her mother’s body felt the full tide beating, 
her young body went through the ritual of suffering. Almost 
I became a woman myself in the noble lurching of childbirth. 

The candle flame guttered towards its end. It was now 
an evil tongue that licked from side to side, deluding us that 
it had gone and then suddenly flaming up with an evil glee. 
The daughter was standing at the foot of the bed watching 
listlessly. Nance Andy’s rosary was clacking just outside the 
bedroom door. More and more the daylight was winning 
across the woman’s face. Lighted as they were by grey sweat 
her features were moving to the extremity of surrender. 

What seemed to be the last wave of all reared, crested, 
broke. The mother was now in the deep trough. 

And then I saw the room doorway filled by the form of 


169 


BRYAN MACMAHON 


the man of the house. He had his cap in his hand and he: 
was twisting at it. With the sharpness of shyness broken he: 
addressed his wife: 

« Are you goin’ to leave us like that, Nora? » he said.. 

In the last twist of life the woman rallied to smile wanly.. 
It was hardly a smile: rather was it teeth meeting teeth with 
rusted lips apart. The queer reprimand begat its own strength: 
that fitted her queer mood as nothing else could. A crow’ 
spoke from the branches of the trees above the haggard. 

The candle is lighting ... barely lighting ... 

The last wave of all was ridden by the whimper of one 
of the sleeping children. With kindliness the mother gave: 
the dregs of her jaded spirit to the fighting. It was a joy and 
a sorrow to watch her fight. The husband stood there, the 
air of reprimand still heavy about him. After an anguished 
thrust, she was carried forward on the top of a long wave. 
The candle gave a sleepy gutter and quenched. Suddenly in 
the room there was more than a hint of sunlight. 

I did what I had to do. The pent-up cry from new-born 
lungs filled the house. 

The man turned and walked out by the back door into 
the morning. 

Nance Andy crossed herself in a hurry, then ran out to 
the kitchen. She began to clap her hands and dance around 
the kitchen floor, keeping time to her steps with the words 
of prayers set to jig tunes. She began to cry out to gallery 
and room. As she was lifting her skirts the better to show 
off her dancing legs the tousled children were everywhere, 
tumbling out, pushing and giggling and shoving and jostling 
and chiding. Between the laths of the bannisters above I 
could not help spying the laddo with the big belly: he, too, 


was rearing out lustily and his torn nightshirt was in a ring 
about his feet. 


The danger was not yet ended. Then suddenly all was 
well. The girl looked at me. It was worth the strain of the 
night to see her glance like that. Gradually she shed her 
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womanish look and became immature again. She continued 
| to offer me the dignity of her looking. 


I washed my hands. Nance Andy had the child. « God 


| bless him — a boy! » she kept shouting. I had forgotten to 


see that — or had disremembered — it didn’t seem to matter. 
In all corners of the house the children were chattering like 
sparrews in the morning eaves. 

I coasted down the hills and towards the fog-wrapped 
town. There were webs on the whitethorn branches on the 
roadside. How still was all creation! It was seven o’clock by 
the church clock as I stole swiftly into the streets. Suddenly 
from the window of an old public house my attention was 
caught by the coloured stills of the film I had begun to see 
the night before. On a whim I stopped the car, backed it to 
the window and stole out. Aye! there was Betty Grable, her 
face crestfallen as the doctor broke the sad tidings. And here 
again, in another still, was a braver Betty, her wonderful legs 
and thighs glowing as she danced and sang in the television 
studio — and here again was a demure but still sad Betty 
running around America looking for a child to adopt, her 
husband dreadfully understanding at the wheel of the car. 
And here ... why here was a luminous maternal Betty lying 
gracefully on an hospital bed with her very own (film) baby 
nestling in the crook of her arm, her husband peacock-proud 
standing by with an armful of roses, the doctor in the mid- 
dle background and a generous peccavi printed on his fea- 
tures. Nurses there were too and all were smiling. 

So as not to be the exception I too felt a gush of delight 
for Betty, for Betty with the lovely legs and thighs and hips. 
This radiant event should make millions of film-goers happy. 
Aye! very happy indeed. 
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FOR MY FATHER 


A year ago tonight my father died; 
Slow on the year you bells, 
Slow on the year... 

And Master Sun, as you have met your prime, 
And sit, 
High in the lion’s house, 

And have no shadow in your courtyard, 
Bequeath, 

Some brief alliteration of your radiance 
To glint the work in words 
That speak of ghosts. 


It is to throw pontoons of gossamer 
Across the Styx. Charon has many 
Passengers: knows all by name: the 
Barge has eye only to forward shores. 
Be brief. The sun’s cut has no echo. 


Parl with the dead, the language, like their sleeves 
is thin and grey; so I would have you Master Sun, as 
lapidaries eye into a pebble and discern the possibilities 
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of flame. The bells like iron monitors, keeping the 
dove of flame with death: that is its province. 


No chains to represent the gentle dialect of flesh. 


Hector, is Hector dead: and so is He, a year: 

and greener than the last, this spring; the year 

a little peregrine; no lighter, for his breath 

is now some velvet to a mole; his hand, a gesture, 
where the rowan leaf transmutes with dusk. 


The dead are hammered further into death 

By the laburnum wreath, or hemlock juice 
Trod out as thirty lines. It has dominion 
Where the sun bites into bodies twisted on 

A stick, or ravens tweak the cherries of an eye. 
Bells at the throat of the day, with iron flange 
Declare high-holiday for death that is 
Familiar of the saint, and valuable as Sybils 
Cat, and makes calm voices grate 

With majesty, and beg deliverance of pigment, 
Smell, as token of its glass and godhead. 


Shrouds make poor manure for the vine, 
And you must drink. 
The candle tears grow less, as the wick 
Wears into the air, 
And you must see. 
The punishment of incense is the wind, 
And you must smell. 
Salute, you mourners, all your dead, 
By your attention to the day, 
For you must think. 
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Lean priest had not his love 

At our last meeting in a London church. 
Nor I, nor anyone, did lend 

The covenant of requiem, more 

Than the oaks bite on a knee 

Broken in homage; he was a man 
Whom we could know, only as living. 


The host as memory. The wine 
Examination of his way to understand 
A problem by its rim. This double 
Sacrament brings in again an Irishman 
With ashplant on a dusty road, 

While there was no communion. 


Facts fall. The night grows dim. 


They buried him with earth, 
Water, and leaves: and none 

Were satisfied but the man 

Who buys you dead for fifty pounds. 


Ground, cover him. 
Sky, tuck the reflection 
Of his coffin 


Into a sparrow’s wing. 


Mason, cut nothing but the years: 
There are no tears or words 

To satisfy ourselves: 

And his god lies with him: 

And the years, walk 

On our fears and whistle. 


Spider, 
How can I speak above the voice of death? 
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Ant, 
Do you see greater cauls than these 
From the steeple of that grass-blade? 
Blackbird, 

behind the maybloom, 
What is there fresh upon the stone? 


The cities breath and ivy: 

A lariat of edelweiss: 

Some flowers without root, 

(my Mother’s gift) 

And the bright pilgrimage of snails. 


The blackthorn tree grows low and white in May; 

And over it the rowan, black in the sky, like 

A fist to shake at the tiny moon, its berries 

Drawn to a sundown and the promise of another 

Year. He has a stone somewhere among these brambles. 
And by the rowan’s foot some pine and brass, 

And six terrible nails to shove the darkness back, 

To warn deep running creatures that a frontier 

Of split boards protects them from a lot of bones. 


Root of blackthorn if you curl into the skulls clutch 

Drive to the throat that the bees yellow and black 

May carry some that the sun has touched. Earth and 
Black that has the rowan’s red, nothing of rubies, 

Rot my father’s bones that did their singing at a spade’s 
Top. Rove roots and flower thread his height and heart 
Into the red and white, the day’s calm and the drifting night.. 


High noon. High noon upon the bells. 
The wind is cold. Cover the dead with bunting. 
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I will not see his coffin come, 
like a pirate’s head, 
With brass ear-rings, in naked boards, 
slow from the deep pall, 
Hang, like a cheap thing on the common ropes, 
And the yellow marle like grease, 
do the candles follow us to hell? 
Piled by and covered with the stale fern 
if there is flame, Father, burn at heart; 
The shovels lie in the long grass — out of sight. 


And now the conversation after death. 
And the first night I am alone on earth. 


POEM 


She who was kissed every night, 
Now looks for kisses in the sun. 


She who walked in even cloth, 
Now naked moves into the sea. 


The rock theatre and a chorus tide 
Applauding, ever her footsteps. 


Who was most fair, 

Now fairly is comparative 

To the mild flock of trees 
Blowing from spring to summer. 


She was not wet at pentecost 
Her ankles now 

Bruised by the flotsam 

Of egyptian chariots. 
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Stand through the harness of weed 
To her carriage. 

And all her hair is rein, 
Fetlock 

To those sea horses, 
And trace 

For cool bare-breasted women 
Of the tide; 

Who sound the carriage 

That made of wave and cloud 
Both coloured 

And both deeply clear, 
Comes 

Guarded by sun-locks, 
As a copper shell 

Having the grain of amethyst. 


Long 
and the trumpets 
Soothe 
over the lifted water, 
Their vanishing 
as caves upon the wind 
Their clarions drive her to marriage. 


No carvanserai for her 
Between the curvature 


Of whale’s back, 


And the bland arm of heaven 
Where it guards 
To calm the muttering air. 


Long in the ocean trough choir epithalamions of wind, 
About the moon the clouds build up a snood this night, 
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That is not derelict because she has made answer, 
For all the earthen charms she broke against her coming. 


Now she extends wide fingers to the stars 

And like engagement rings they bite her knuckles. 

Orion moves to take her hand, and there is quiet 

While the bridegroom comes like a sound from the North.. 


There is a sound like a year of birds rising from a marsh; 
The steel of dawn welds in the lower cobalt of the night; 
Someone is turning the world, or the sky is turning, 

And the tides and the weeds rustle again, and 


The yellow seawrack snaps in the early sun. 


If there is trace of her 
The scooped Aegean will not answer. 
And the fishermen know nothing. 


Only the rain and the rattle of rain on hedges, 
The spindrift burnt in sunlight, the tides-lock, 
And the retentive music of the sea. 


Do you recall, my friend, 

when on the green hip of a following land 

we had first word of her? the rooks in anger 
turned a black and creaking wheel about the sun? 


How she was seen by us? Before her lay 

one hundred mile of kings in iron panoply 

(lying in sun like mastiffs without froth) 

and all, and suddenly, got up and broke their backs 
in a gigantic curtsey, then slept as if unmoved. 
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THE COLOURS OF LOVE 


To my wife Caren 


Women that are loved are more than loveable, 
Their beauty ubsolute blows: 

But little, like the urgent, carnal soul, 
More than its leaves so mortal in the rose. 


O rose! O more than red mortality! 
What can my love have said 
That made me her imagine more than be? 
Her mind more than mind, blood more than ‚red? 


As the noise of cars and chariots fades, 
And the empire of the stars 

Reconquers with its bright and dusty blades 
My room, and heals my scars, 


I raise my arms to that mistress planet, 
Venus, whose hunting priests explain 
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My heart and the rush of legend on it, 


Making me man again! 


Those beautiful women shone against the dark 
With flowers upon the breast, and birds 
Disturbed by foreknowledge, sang some notes. 
There were unshed tears, reproach and fret; 

I wondered if their women’s time was yet. 


And the flowers like milk in a dark pantry at night 
Offered themselves to the groping hand; 

The cliffs fell faster than tears 

Reaching that pain where feeling does not matter; 
Nor through the house the ghosts’ averse patter, 


Repeating their old theme of the unknown 
Birds or women never did translate: 

It was as if eternity were breathing 

Through the small breathing of the flowers 
Shining upon its breast with speechless light. 


Remember! do you think I could forget? 
The pigeons growl like dogs in sleep remote. 
Yet now if you should ask, I could not yet 
Forswear that fascination, break that note 


Which death in his lush garden exercised, 
The habit of repentance feeds the sin, 
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I know that sloth the solitaries disguised, 
I know the door the sweet fogs entered in. 


As memory more fitful daylight makes, 

Death can increase his holdings in my sleep: 

While benched and cheery drunks pull up their stakes 
For one more day in search of food and keep. 


Abundant stone figures sun themselves 
In the precarious granary of the light, 
Husbanded by our father, our farmer, selves 
Against subversive, supernatural blight. 


Voices from the shrubbery nearby: 

«Smile with your eyes», one says, «what sweet invention! » 
What did that Mediterranean nymph reply? 

« Smile with your fables and their sweet intention. » 


Listen in the gold confusion of the wheat, 

Inside mortality, to what can move you: 

The protests, the protection, the defeat — 

«When I am gone» the voice asks, «who will love you? » 


The crackling lightwaves overhead 
Minimise our human year. 


O blond haunches! O white bed! 
O harmless, ultramundane fear! 
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Refuge of sinners! Night by night! 
Bury your head beneath the sheet: 
Still the unworldly angels fight 
And casually tear their meat. 


It cannot well be said of love and death 

That love is better and that death is worse, 
Unless we buy death off with loving breath 
So he may rent his beauty with our purse. 


But is that beauty, is that beauty death? 

No, it’s the mask by which we’re drawn to him, 
It is with our consent death finds his breath; 
Love is death’s beauty and annexes him. 


While pestilence feathered down, the hero wasted 
Nor would he «cry aloud » or «breathe a prayer » 
It being essential to the gall he tasted 

That bitterness only bitterness can share. 


How could he climb the glen through ruined farms 


Nor hear his dead fathers take up arms? 
He is a hero, and must make his peace 
With all that’s left — a few unfrocked police! 


182 


po 


THE COLOURS OF LOVE 


I think of seal-barking seas in the West, 

It's all between a cry and a caress, 

Where the windy islands yield no yeast 
And men bake their own bread of bitterness; 


Carry the soil of salvation in their arms 
Lay it on rock and put down the seed, 
It’s all in a bed that chills and warms 
With too much brood and too little feed. 


I saw him move among the iron leaves 

Which were to carbonise through his love's breast. 
Hers, and the graves of lechers, louts and thieves, 
Would sag and musty change be all their rest. 


When leaves have fallen and there’s nothing left 
But plainsong from ascetic bony birds, 

I say a prayer for all who are bereft 

Of love, of leafy summer, of loving words. 


I met a kinsman in the market-place, 

Singing, and as he sang my courage grew, 

It was about betrayal and disgrace, 

He said « Love fails but love of love stays true. » 


Singing in vain and formal in the shade 
The noble poverty those houses made. 
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Divinities of my youth, 
Expound to me my truth; 


Whether from Judah or Rome 


Or my nearer Gaeldom. 


The driven horse formalises 
His speed for prestige and for prizes, 


The girl swinging on the swing 
Of the convent, makes me sing 


And apples drop like centuries from 
The tree of life, so long in bloom; 


But, divinities of my youth, 
You can no longer tell the truth, 


It is too much a struggle to 
Keep quality confined to you. 


When Spring with her lambs and sea-cries rises, 
Her fluent fantasy makes a mock of me; 

I throw off my absolutist devices 

And dissemble in the loose, resplendent sea: 


Yet think on how San Juan, bitter and bare, 
Wrapt in his drama, sent his cry above, 

And though, through layer on suffocating layer 
Nothing came back, he loved; and so I love. 
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At the Bar du Depart drink farewell 

And say no word yowll be remembered by; 
Nor Prince nor President can ever tell 
Where love ends or when it does or why. 


Down the boulevard the lights come forth 

Like my rainflowers trembling all through Spring, 
Blue and yellow in the Celtic North... 

The stone’s ripple weakens, ring by ring. 


Better no love than love, which, through loving 
Leads to no love. The ripples come to rest... 
Ah me! how all that young year I was moving 
To take her dissolution to my breast! 
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VISION OF A RENTIER IN ITALY 


Then the distant cock made early token 
Brought me out into the morning 
Into the small villa-garden 
To stand in the air of the summer early 
There in the beeches, and the mist ascended. 


That little remained of the past night revel 
I knew, I saw a fragment of the tree-heart 
And the coloured glass in the poppy-border 
With broken petals, the mutilated stem 
Of a wishing-fern and the print in the soft earth, 


Saw a leaf-cloud at foot and over-head the 
Olives, the rain of the valley fresh 
And the scent of the myrtle under carpet 

And the bole-gods sang in the bark 


And the spark of the summer growth singing. 


I could see Soracte rise up over the valley 
With the sentinel ruin at my left hand 

And the taste of the heliod water clear to lip 
Was sweet to palate, even the blackthorn 

Decked in a bright flower rose on fire. 
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ELEGY FOR THE DEAD PHOENICIAN 


Who from among mariners bemused by legend 
Have known the rite of death in the sea shaft? 


Who has been thrown from the sacred oar-bench 
To a fetter break in the comber? 


They that have seen the teak bent to the rock 
And the carack oak torn at the peak 
With shroud evil and ravell’d on reef spur 

Where the cruelling fur of breaker mocks them. 


And he who has made icy vigil in the pine exile 
And seen the awful floor of the craft beneath him. 


HARVEST CONCEIT IN THE FORM OF A VILLANELLE 


I knew a dream about an elder-root 
That grew in the land that Minos loved 
Surrounded by an annulus of islands. 


And the finger of heresy 
Wrote the syntax of drought in the earth 
Where the elder-root was sleeping. 


I have seen discord bleeding the earth 
And the fresh furrow thirst at the edge 
Of the earth of the isle and the annulet. 


The earth died and the worm entered 
The grape, the heart of the root 
Of the elder entered the dream of the root. 
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And the bird of hunger flew over 
And the wind of the Cyclades freshened 
The pastures and groves of the island. 


I hunger and thirst 

And the jackal hungers 

Where the elder-root moves in the earth 
And the island nourishes the ring of winter. 


ELEGY III CAPE VERDE 


They built a terrace over the harbour 
and farther down the azure of the gardens 
singing into the distance 

‚a reef, with a puttering small dinghy 
coming and going out there on the horizon 

‚the Pleiades dancing at night 
and the falling asteroids 
and these are the days of the comets 
and they are halcyon 

‚when one is tired with the round 

of observances 

one seeks a new lover, 


In that first green community 
they were as gods 
and they lived in wooden houses; 
caribou and marmot 
treading their gods into heather 
with their delicate hooves, its claw was 
kin to th’orchard 
with something untamed there in the lichen 
furrowing down to the shore of East-Water 
ssacrificial-nard on its elm-bark 
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with a smell of burning 


meaning the laying down of fresh dynasts 
and the death of the pine-resin, 


The moving part of that first corn 
and the reaping 
with ice and lost seals coming northwards 
cold and discouraging into the corn 
that was scattered only yesterday 
‚this was the seed the earth sang 
and the airs of alkaios... 


Having made of these a city, a village grew 
and its stones came broken into obscurity, 
and some came wholly into the light 

that the unkempt harvest shone on, 
some found rest under green sward 
hidden to th’oak and into loading-baskets 
swung tall over the wharf-piles 

came down with their sword-leaves 
into the warm friendly climate of the humus 
and then springing up into autumn 

‚cheating season 
and seasoned up into the winter 
as two young beeches, 


And the ravens played in the branches, 


I have heard music in the leaf 
I have seen the music in the brown leaf-edge, 


May 1952 
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A BEING OF DISTANCES 


It was behind now, the station, the yellow steam. The 
train moved slowly out of the terminus, sidled against signal 
boxes, abandoned trucks, and then, incongruously, where a 
wall fell away, against palely-lit windows in a tenement. 
Glimpses of rusted gutters, of garish wallpaper, but there 
was life there, or it was curtained off and not to be seen; 
hoardings, Gordon’s Gin, Aspro, Sandeman’s Fine Old... until 
he felt the train pulled away again by the rails into a new 
direction. 

It was nearly dark, and the old man whose face had 
aged in the last half hour and with whom he had walked 
along the platform was in the past, beyond him. 

Soon then the spokes of the city rotated and fell away 
from the carriage window, and gradually, an uneasiness in 
his own body, the rhythm of the wheels on the rails came 
to him — his mind on his father without image — and then, 
from somewhere ahead, like a hound straining at a leash, the 
thin scream of the engine as it thrust more quickly into open 
country. 

He stretched his legs and noticed the mud in the crevices 
of his shoes. The girl sitting opposite was wearing a red coat. 
He noticed that first, and then the dull turniplike sheen of 
her heavy legs and the selfconscious feet in shoes of worn 
black suéde. Tired feet, arched whitely, awkward. A spent 
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match lay beside her left foot. He did not look up — he 
was conscious that he was pretending to look at the carriage 
floor — and soon the legs became merely a lustre on which 
he was aware of the fine sensitive antennal quality of the 
hairs. He was sorry then that he had stepped on to the train. 

For his father would be alone now. And soon he would 
turn on the light in his room and be alone. But in the end 
— her legs were crossed at the knees, her black skirt where 
the coat fell apart was drawn tightly above the kneecap 
against the flesh — in the end it would always be like that; 
no intrusion of his own would alter it. To get to a man it 
was necessary to accept his premisses, and with his father 
that had been impossible. He had been unable to say «It 
won't be long » because he was sick of his own voice, of dis- 
simulation, and anyway both he and his father had known 
— «Next time it will be for me» — when they glanced at. 
each other that afternoon at the grave of the uncle. 


The coffin had brass fittings and smelt of varnish. It had 
been supported by scrubbed deal wood tressles in the middle 
of the room, the « blue » room, and had dominated the room 
as an altar dominates a small church, blue pillars, and over 
it all was the smell of flowers and death and varnish — like 
the smell of cider-apples he had thought — which set the 
mourners at a distance from the dead man far more utterly 
than his mere dying had. The smell pervaded the whole 
house, met one at the door, and as the mourners arrived in 
their white collars and black ties, shaking their hands, talk- 
ing in hushed tones, nodding to others distantly known, it 
had descended on them, crystallizing their emotion, and 
drawn them inexorably towards the room given over to death. 

In the room he had glanced from the waxlike face of the 
dead man upwards at the tall blue curtains with their faded 
silver flowers, trying to recognise again the familiarity of ten 
years before, when, down from the university, he had sat 
there on one of the blue chairs and told his uncle that he 
would no longer be interested in accepting an appointment 
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with the firm. The uncle — a man nearing sixty at the time 
— showed no surprise; like father like son, Philip’s child; 
said shortly he was disappointed: «...thought you'd turn out 
more like our side of the family », and when Christopher 
did not reply, « but you seem to have made up your mind... ». 

«Yes », Christopher said, «it's quite definite ». 

«I’m sorry about that », his uncle said, « and in spite of 
our differences I think your father will be disappointed too ». 

He had felt like saying then that it was not for his 
father that he was doing it, not even for the other side of 
the family, but at that moment for his father he had felt 
bitter against the uncle and against Jack and Harry, Harry 
who brought to everything his soul of a piano-accordian. 

Now, in the room beside the dead man, and his eyes 
falling from the long blue curtains, he had felt no bitterness. 
only perhaps a vague sense of disgust and a strong desire to 
be outside in the open street and away from the cloying sa- 
cramental odour of flowers and death in the suburban room. 

Neither he nor his father had been invited to be pall 
bearers. They had watched from a distance as the coffin was 
lowered into the grave, tilting, from silk cords, and then, 
following the example of others, they had each thrown a 
handful of dirt and cut grass on the lid of the coffin — a flat 
hollow sound from distended fingers, rain on canvas, did the 
dead man hear? Afterwards, the group of mourners stood 
back and the clergyman led a prayer: a small man with a 
bald head who had donned his trappings at the graveside, 
and when, without music, he had broken nervously with his 
small voice into the 121st psalm and the mourners had taken 
it up, their voices ineffectually suspended like a wind-thin- 
ned pennant between earth and sky, Christopher glanced di- 
rectly at his father and for a second they had understood one 
another. 

His father dropped his eyes first, almost involuntarily, 
and Christopher looked beyond the mourners across the green 
slope where the grey and white gravestones jutted upwards 
like broken teeth. 
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After the prayers and the singing the two workmen mo- 
ved forward selfconsciously and threw the earth back into 
the grave, and the long block of raised earth was covered 
with wreaths. The clergyman shook hands with the family, 
muttered an apology, and went with his little leather case 
alone down the path without looking back. 


Harry was there, puffy and self-important as usual, and 
Jack, as though, now that their father was buried, they had 
noticed him for the first time, and there was talking and 
questions, how was he? were things going well? lucky devil 
to live abroad these days! Overhearty, evasive. Was it not 
funny how everything had turned out differently, not as one 
expected? And he supposed they were referring to his clo- 


thes, informal and beginning to be threadbare — poor old 
Chris, gone the way of his father — his general air of ano- 
nymity. 


«Come and see us before you go», Jack had said va- 
guely, but he was already signalling to his wife that he would 
join her in a moment. «Don't forget now, old man, Cathe- 
rine would love to hear all about your travels, always talking 
about you. See you soon then — before you go, Marco Polo, 
eh? — sure, and give my regards to your father, do ». 

« You should have told him to keep them », and Chri- 
stopher looked round and his father was standing at his 
elbow, small, grey, inconspicuous, and he said again « You 
should have told him to keep them, Christopher. Why should 
I accept his regards through you? ». 

« Forget it, Dad. They're not worth thinking about ». 

« The last time any of them spoke to me was fifteen years 
ago, nine years after your mother died. It was on Armistice 
Day, I remember, because I bought a poppy... ». 

«Don't worry about it». 

«There's a reception », his father said. « We were not 
invited ». 


«Would you have wanted to go anyway? ». 


193 


ALEXANDER TROCCHI 


« Not really, no ». 


«Well then ». 


«Next time», his father said when they were alone, 
«it will be for me». 

«Tl be back soon. I promise ». : 

He had thought then that it was hardly a lie; there was 
no way of knowing. 

They lingered after the other mourners were gone, walk- 
ing along the gravel footpaths between the graves, and the 
grave of the uncle with its covering of bright wreaths was . 
nearly out of sight. 

« Your mother was buried here », his father said. « Would 
you like to see the grave? ». 

«Not particularly », he said after a moment's hesitation. 

«You've never visited it». 

«No. I never have. Would you like a drink? ». 

«It’s just as you wish », his father said without looking 
at him, «but I thought as we were here anyway ». 

«No, Dad. I don't want to». 

Springtime, he was thinking. To be in England. Casually 
he stooped to pick up a broken flower which had fallen on 
the path. It was quite fresh. 

«From a wreath », his father said. 


« Probably ». 

They walked slowly, in silence, and the sky was low and 
whitegrey like milk which has stood for a long time in a 
cat's saucer collecting dust, and as he looked up he felt a 
raindrop on his face. «Looks as though it's going to rain », 
he said. 

«I come here every month », his father was saying. « So- 
metimes I miss a month but not often. It's the least I can 
do ». 


In Christopher the impulse to say something died. He 
glanced at him but his father avoided his eye and there was 
a faint flush on his cheeks. It was as though his father had 


194 


A BEING OF DISTANCES 


said «I’m old now, Chris, you must understand », said that, 
and not the other thing, which was not important and which 
was not really what he had wanted to say. And Christopher 
wanted to put his arm round him and to say « We’re like 
one another, Dad», — does he expect me to? — but he 
could not make the gesture. 

His father was looking at him uncertainly. 

« I’ve sometimes wondered, Chris, why you didn't go into 
the business, your uncle’s I mean ». 

« Have you? ». 

« You’d have been independent today. Take Jack and 
Harry ». 

«I am independent ». 

A gust of wind then — how naked the cemetery was! 

« Of course. I know », his father said. « But you know 
what I mean ». 

« Money? ». 

Coughing, « And position, you know. Your cousins are 
both in good positions now ». 

«Do you envy them? ». 

« Who? Me! ». 

His father’s laugh sounded false and forced. Christopher 
looked away at an urn on a pillar of white marble; the in- 
scription was in Latin. « ...in vitam aeternam », he read. 

« You know that’s not true, son ». 

«Why bring it up then? » He added more quietly «I 
don’t like them and I don’t like talking about them ». 

«It's just as you wish », his father said. «I didn’t mean 
to upset you, Chris, you know that. It’s just that sometimes, 
well, I think it was your birthright. Your mother was his 
sister after all». 

« And you’re my father ». 

He had meant it to be a statement of fact only but his 
father had crumpled and his mouth had fallen. Then he had 
had an impulse to explain himself to his father — he would 
not have had it otherwise, at no point would he gladly have 
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gone back on the past, didn’t he see? — but he would not 
have understood. « We’re alike, son, you and I». He might 
have said that. His son, after all. The second generation. 

«I realise of course », his father said at last, « that I’ve 
stood in your way. You shouldn’t have let me, Chris ». 

He would always believe that; my son, my world; hold- 
ing on to them like men held on to their dead, with words 
and memories of words. Perducat nos in vitam aeternam. 

He found himself saying « You needn’t blame yourself, 
Dad. You didn’t really stand in my way », and he was going 
to add, « It wasn’t you who decided me, not at all», but the 
smile of disbelief was already there, like a vizor over the 
eyes. 

They walked on. 

And now he noticed that his father’s hat looked too big 
for him. It did not fit him. And he took his father’s arm. 

« Your hat’s too big for you, Dad! ». 

The old man laughed. «Can't afford another, Chris! 
D’you know, when I bought my first hat they cost 12/6d. — 
the best mind you. The same hat costs 62/6d. today. The 
cheap ones are no good, no good at all. — This is a Borsa- 
lino ». 

A Borsalino. His father had halted, removed his hat and 
pointed with his forefinger at the discoloured silk lining (po- 
made, a little jar of green stuff in the bathroom cabinet). 
« Borsalino. Made in Italy. You see? ». 


« Must be a good one ». 
« The best », his father said. 


They were walking towards the main gate of the ceme- 
tery. The cortége had already broken up and the last of the 
cars was gone. The gate porter nodded to them as they 
walked out on to the street. 

«I suppose those shops do good business? » Christopher 
said to his father, referring to the row of shops which sold 
graveside ornaments and flowers. « Like bookstalls in railway 
stations ». A point of departure. 


196 


A BEING OF DISTANCES 


« Capital », his father said. «I bought a vase there once 
for your mother’s grave but one day when I went back so- 
mebody had broken it. That's over two years ago now, yes, 
must be that at least». 

« And shells », Christopher said. 

« Yes. You can buy shells with inscriptions ». 

« Pink ones », Christopher said, and he smiled. But his 
father was looking straight ahead and walking quickly as 
he always did on the street, and he seemed to have forgotten 
what they were talking about. ; 

« Will you go abroad again immediately? ». 

«I suppose so », Christopher said. « There's nothing for 
me here, you know that, Dad ». 

«I know ». 

«I may spend a day or two in London». 

« And then where? France? ». 

«North Africa perhaps ». 

«Was there during the first war», his father said. 
« Alex ». 

« Yes ». 

«I know! It was the day before your Aunt Eleanor 
died ». 

« What was? ». 

« The day I found the vase broken. Sheer vandalism ». 

« Yes, it was a pity ». 

«I paid 17/6d for it. It wasn’t cheap. Come on, we'll get 


a drink across the road there », and they crossed the street 
towards the green-painted public house. 


It had been easy there, with a glass of whiskey in front 
of them, to recreate the surface intimacy which, ten years 
before, he had assented to during a game of billiards — 
«never pot your oponent’s ball» — their having even then 
little to talk about and their inexpertness at the game cau- 
sing them to smile, to laugh, to be together, until, in the 
sun again, they had taken leave of one another before they 
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grew apart, Christopher to go to a class at the university, 
his father to drink coffee in some smokeroom or other and 
to read and to reread the local paper. 


His father had talked and lived again memories of Cairo, 
Jaffa — the oranges were tremendous, like small melons — 
and Suez, spoken of a headwound he had received, shrapnel 
— fingering his scalp tenderly — and which had resulted in 
his being « sent down the line » to the base hospital and thence 
home to « Blighty », and, as his father uttered the word lo- 
vingly, Christopher wondered how he could have failed to 
relate that homecoming to those things to which he came 
home — or did he come home? — for it seemed to Christo- 
pher that those years and those vague memories were the 
only positive thing in his father’s life — he invariably re- 
turned to them after a few drinks — and that from the day 
he had set foot again in England he had known nothing but 
humiliation. The successful brother-in-law, the dead wife, the 
son (Christopher) who was brousht up in a world in which 
one could refer to his father only in a discreet whisper and 
never in the presence of guests, his father’s debts, his pride, 
his humiliation before the brother of his dead wife, and his 
gradual and, in practice, final exclusion from the world into 
which he had married: those were the things to which his 
father returned and to which, sitting there in the bar, he 
could refer incongrously as « Blighty ». 


« Those were the days, Chris! You were too young of 
course. Good Scotch, what was it? 7/6d a bottle, yes... ». 


Jaffa oranges, pick them off the trees, get a native to 
do it for you for an acker, the price of secondhand furniture, 
«too bad you’re not setting up house, know where you could 
get some cheap », know a dealer, Silverstein, good business 
in the East End, trust the Jews, «see a man was convicted 
at the Old Bailey, fifteen thousand gold watches, that’s smug- 
gling! » no wonder, income tax, bloody robbers — conversa: 
tion which always in the end returned to the same theme, 
the deaths column in the local paper, as though the printed 
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notices informed him, quietly bringing desolation to his eyes, 


_ that time was running out. 

« Did you know old Macarthy, Chris? The one who left 
three hundred thousand? The widow, Hargreave’s girl, ’sgone 
to the Riviera, didn’t do so bad for herself. Can’t be more 
than thirty-nine ». 

His father didn’t talk much during dinner — « The doc- 
tor says to cut down on eats», dabbing with the napkin at 
his shrunken potato-like mouth and chin — and later, at 
the railway station, he did not look round. He was still car- 
rying the local paper with its columns of births and deaths, 
carrying the living and the dead, and he walked quickly 
across the main hall of the station past the bookstall. His 
head momentarily in profile, his hat was too big for him, 
and then his back walking away. His son watched him go 
and returned along the platform to the waiting train. The 
guard had: already whistled and as Christopher boarded the 
train he became aware that some soldiers were singing in 
the next compartment. Song, not words, the umbilical chord. 
Poor old man... 


The train lurched over points and steadied against the 
flickering ribbon of another train which flared past in the 
opposite direction. Their noises merged and separated. And 
then the countryside was dark. 

After everything, the unexpected arrival, the funeral, the 
departure just as unexpected — because he felt « impelled » 
to go — he was the same man. The noise of the wheels on the 
rails moved in on him and treacherously his thoughts crystal- 
lized. He had not the faintest idea why or where he was 
going. 

Going to the past, remembering places he had gone to 
and come away from, and the passage of time, he felt very 
cut off and more unsure of himself now he was approaching 
middle age than he had ever done before. He had stepped 


aboard because the momentary impulse to run after the re- 
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treating figure of his father had seemed silly. Tomorrow o 
the next day he would have been at the station again. 

The smoke from the girl’s cigarette made him look at 
her face. She was not much more than twenty, fair, with 
rather heavy face and unexpressive grey eyes. She was loo- 
king out of the window and pretended to be unaware off 
him. There was no one else in the carriage. Ten years ago: 
he would have tried to seduce her. | 


That made him think that she reminded him of some-- 
thing, a gramophone in an hotel bedroom in Oslo and a: 
woman with heavy limbs, a melody which cried out in a: 
little boxy voice; and the red néon sign at the opposite side: 
of the street was visible, confederate, at the small window.. 

From a brownpaper bag on her knee the girl had taken: 
an orange and was peeling it. She dropped the bits on the: 
floor and pushed them with her heel out of sight under the 
seat, carefully. He noticed now that she had thick ankles 
and that the straps of her shoes bit into the flesh which 
bulged over them like fungus over the edge of wood. She 
opened up a newspaper between herself and him before she 
ate the orange. 


And his uncle too had been pink and somehow angry 
when he was living (and undertaker’s colour in his coffin) 
and he had said in his serious unsurprised voice « I’m sorry 
about that» and looked for the only reason he understood 
to explain the attitude of the young man who faced him in 
the « blue » room without explanation. And so for the world 
of his uncle he was his father’s son, a chip off the old block, 
and everything was simple and understandable and in no way 
implied criticism of that world. 

The girl opposite was still pretending to be unaware of 
him, and yet she was aware, and there it was, as effective as 
words, a decision, an act, which he had rejected before and 
which he would continue to reject wherever it met up with 
him, which had driven him out of the world of the cousins 
and the uncle into his own isolation. 
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In the morning he would be in London. Nothing isolated 
him more than Victoria Station, especially in the morning 
when the local trains came and thousands of office workers 
moved across the hall to the various exits. He had stood not 
more than a week before drinking tea in the railbar and 
watched until the stragglers had left the station, Afterwards, 
he had decided over again. 

He could not remember making the decision. It had been 
there all the time. He found himself not part of and therefore 
driven to reject the world into which he had been born. His 
father could say « Most of the old gang are gone now » be- 
cause he had need of the words now he was growing old 
and because he was part of a generation in society which 
was dying, a few each month in the deaths column of the 
local paper. But if his father was alone it was not because 
his contemporaries were dead. 
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Neither of us had contemporaries. 


Like father like son, even unto the third and fourth, the 
dead man knew. 


Christopher rested his head against ihe back of the seat 
and lit a cigarette. His own wound, knife, his own decision. 
He rejected the women who would have married him and 
borne his children, he rejected the men who would have 
employed him and those who would have been employed 
under him. He rejected war and peace, and the artificial 
truss of all opposites which men died for or fought against. 
There could never be a retraction because whatever he loo- 
ked at was false. « Most of the old gang» were not dead for 
him because they had never existed. Sometimes he watched 
men or women or traffic in the streets, but always from the 
outside, and with the same feelings with which he would 
have listened to a story which had no point; and yet there 
ihey were, everything, everyone, each under his umbrella, 
each under his own lie of significance. 

A man came in out of the corrider through the sliding 
door. Christopher glanced away from him and rubbed the 
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window with his sleeve. The train had halted at a station 
When he looked back into the carriage the man nodded toc 
him, smiled to the girl, and put a briefcase on the rack. Her 
had a red face which had the appearance of being too much: 
soaped in hot water. He sat down near the girl. 

Christopher turned back to the window. He thought that! 
now his father would have turned on the electric fire and] 
would be poring over the deaths column like a speculatort 
over a stockmarket bulletin. Later he would make tea fort 
himself and drink it, looking at the two bars of the electric! 
fire — «Damn chilly just now» — and then he would gett 
up, wash the cup and saucer, and prepare in detail, reluc-- 
tantly, to go to bed. If I hadn’t got on to the train, Christo-- 
pher thought, I could have stayed a few more days with him.. 

« — for holidays », the girl was saying. 

« Not very good weather », the man said. 

«You're telling me! ». She glanced at Christopher and, , 
as though he had caught her out at something, flushed. 

He looked out of the window but it was too dark to see 
anything, sometimes, only, a patch of cinders from the engine, 
lambent, isolated. 

Later, all three occupants dozed. 

The train ran over rails with a monotonous voice into 
minutes and hours between night in two towns. In the com- 
partment the windows were misted and the air was cold 
with the coldness of the unsheathed electric light bulb. On 
one seat the girl dozed uneasily with her head on the shoul- 
der of the redfaced man. On the other seat, the man who 
had left his father for no reason was carried with his absurd 
thought of a widow perspiring on the Riviera into distances 
from which he would always — until one day, perhaps with 
words, and because he feared death — be excluded. 
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SEVEN SEAS 


Somewhere, always the Seven Seas, 
To my substantial self 
Submerged, in symbols speak. 


Somewhere a submarine voice 
Still sounds to the ear, 
Makes serious sense to the seer. 


Somewhere a seven-branched signal 
Spear-lights the single way, 
Straight in seven-fold dark. 


Somehow seven long leagues 
I stride each splitting second, 
Seven split days each week. 


Somewhere the splash of strophic seas 
Startles the senses, 
Sends seven selves in quest of shores 


Far rarer than sapphire-slept 
Atlantis, stowed so sheerly down 
In the sarcophagus of years. 
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Somewhere, on scintillating sands, 
A Siren silver-netted snares 
My seven selves from their scried catch. 


Somewhere, stranger than saga, 
Seven sea-wives I’ve got, 
Seven sisters, sentinels all, 


Of the same sea-swerving wave 
In saving sleep begot, 
Seven sea-sister wives in all. 


Somewhere sleep is so vastly sweet 
And saffron deep and somewhere 
Seven sinuous arms 


Of the kilt-swaying island seas 
Support the suffered sentence 
Of a sun-forsaken sky. 


But sometimes, in sleep, lost suns 
Swing back to the inward eye 
And sing a sibilant arising 


Secretly, sometimes the Sibyl 
Out of the shuffling seas 
Snatches a Seven of Spades 


And speeds in subversive silence 
Swift news to the tyrant’s ears, 
Who shortly is snuffed into shade. 
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Somewhere the seven-saint sleepers 
Snoring slow life away, 
In sleep seem simple and sinless 


Till, shouting “Sesame”, Sindbad 
Swims through the sliding gates 
Of their twice-seven eyes surprised. 


Sometime, when sailing past the Seven 
Islands, all promises forgot, 


The Sphinx’s riddles will be solved. 


Sometime, and somewhere, and somehow, 
In sleep or somnambulant day, 
Fresh splendours will burst into speech. 


As Samson in fury strong-shouldered 
Sturdily smashed the scarped vaults 
Of heavenly glories sinfully sealed, 


So the sparkling, aspiring sperm 
Of a sudden stupendous sun 
Soaring will sunder all shadow. 


And the Seven Seas mastered, the soul 
Seven-leafed as one self, 
Shall astonish the sophists and sages. 
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LETTER 


«I write this letter, my only remaining friend, to you 
Knowing the quick words, too few, we had together were 
Precious to us both; for me an unforgettable event — 
What strange twist of destiny made our paths coincident? » 


So runs the newest letter I am sent — 

A letter from a thousand miles distant — 

I have it in my hand, the paper fresh 

From its journey of six well-guarded days; 

And therefore claim a right in declaring my surprise 
Before I approach the unprecedented maze. 


The moment she calls me to stand for I remember 
Well; from time to time upon its path through time 
With me it comes into my memory well-ordered 

And distinct; she who cannot know in speculation 
How I see it, imparts a strange obstruction to her letter; 
Leaves it entire and unaffected; the cadence 

Of her phrase upon that afternoon comported, 

In fine analogy, with the slope of the surrounding hills: 
Clear her voice; decisive, then, her intonation, 

There was remarkable no slightest latent trace 

Of what the future must explain by chance, 
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Though all our apparatus, rope and tackle 

Of explanation, has in the end become a mere 
Formality, that species of official malice which 
The present stamps upon its history: and the past 
Is left behind, sporadically to yield such a letter, 
Amid the silence of whose arrival all 

The noise of ships and traffic fades away — 

And again the past, that growing slice of our lives, 


LETTER 


Whose reality nevertheless like spitile on a heated iron 

Often shrivels immediately, sheds its chip from the unlimited 

Rlock of eternity, and then all progression appears 

To stop and all wears the face of actuality. 

In such a way that afternoon became a seed 

Sown all unconsciously, that grew, in lightning speed, 

Whose momentary branches frame long years of fallow; 

I am surprised those hours could have such strength of 
propagation. 

The thought grows of a curious bloom held with curiosity, 

The petals intricately curling, stamens 

A rare foreign filigree, strange fantasy from such a bud — 
for a moment my brain beats furiously 

The winged images flap their wings after a three years’ glide 

Then it is still again as I consider the peculiar past. 

Now I recall her features again, her hair 

Shone by the sun to gold and bronze. 

(My vision overflows, tangled in the light of her hair). 

And then a return to the sombre dream as the letter con- 
tinues, 

And steadily with each word another link clinks into place 

On the chain of blind and unexpected burgeoning: « Why, 

Why have we never met since? You could surely guess 

How I waited!» It is undeniable, she considers, her tone 

Angry in consequence. Nevertheless I deny it, understanding 

Her anger, the regretful cloud of circumstance revolving 

To the next phrase, «We have been trapped ». I agree 

To this, and read on as the strings tighten: is it time 
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| That would not be inappropriate — all sensations vani 
i As I stand in a garden where the morning sun glitters. 
ve the pond, 

| At my fingers the paper, fluttering in the dawn’s first bre 


DANNIE ABSE 


A MEETING IN THE MORNING 


The first vertigo of the day awakens in a grey lonely mirror 

to display the horror of this room, disarranged into colours. 

I see the aspirin bottle sick with headache on the shelf; 

and this habitude seems more of a tomb really, than a room, 

in which I, the dead man, arise with my eyes astonished 

by the thin malevolent sunlight of seven o clock in the 
morning. 


So down the floating stairs into the turbulent cares of the 
morning, | 

where breakfast awaits me like a headmaster, 

and the newspaper throbs as a threat in the pulse, 

and I taste and convulse the grey words on my tongue, 

before I go out and shout my greeting into the docile air 

of the moribund yet migrant eight o clock in the morning. 


And walking under water in the grey malice of the morning, 
the head still stuffed with feathers, the right hand 

heavy with the drug of objects, I understand the sun 

that has begun its programme for the day, like a duty, 
writing the industrious images of the street across the page 
of the discreet and very proper nine o clock in the morning. 
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Thence to our meeting that translates the meaning of mornir 

into joy of informal interest: suddenly the birds whist 
wonder, 

the bus is gay with laughter, the grey street goes gold, and a 

the cold impersonality of the town dissolves against yo» 
name, 

for this is Time’s betrayal, for us the river has stopped, 

though all the clocks combine to chime ten o clock in th 
morning. 


A POSY FOR SUMMER 


I 


In an astonished dusk such as this, summer shakes 

from its apron all the green and violet images of what is, 

and sunsets step down on wings of the swallow, 

and though moths of darkness may eat away the sun te 
morrow, 

let me in this interception regale the rose of summer 

with words of wonder from my fountain heart. 

So tonight before the water-lights go on, one after one, fc 
company, 

before the moon proclaims its pale and lonely symphony 

to Endymion, in liquid quavers of silence and of light 

I must praise this earth sown with God’s coloured fingers, 

until I am one with the least of the living, until I shall go 

out with this sun also, my last blood in a blaze of glory. 


II 


Today measure pain with a clock, today let Christ’s yello: 
plasma 


spurt from your finger, yes, even as these verbs of summe 
arrive 


210 


4 


È A MEETING IN THE MORNING 


count, count, the limbs torn from a million lives. 

Now ghosts the colour of air haunt my heartbreak 

and voices of long ago speak in my head 

but what ask you, has the joy of summer to do with the dead 
or my hymn with bleached corpses under a feathered sky? 
Never, not for one single death, do I forget that we die 
with the dead and the world dies with us; and so I raise 
my voice all the more in praise of the unburied loving 
with coloured eulogies of pictures that hang in my brain 
until this praise recompenses, at least, the worst of pain. 


III 


I stand belittled under the pavilions of summer with its 
white stare 

of blossom, and swans going into the round flesh bare, 

but with this taste of the breathless dead in my mouth, out 
of fear 

I would make me a saviour of the world to prove 

redemption is given utterly in the pavid work of love. 

So now I witness the bright flash of wings over the dark 
river 

to know you are the reason for these shriven colours; 

for me also the sun stands tiptoe in a vertex of blue 

until the vapid paupers pierce me through and through, 

but still I paraphrase my praise for the sacred living 

and recall that in one lonely small child’s birth 

all the tall dead rise to break the crust of the imperative 
earth. 


IV 
Never allow the grimacing orators to take away riotous 
summer. 


If they point the way to the dark downward, do not go, 
but climb your white desire up the singing stair, 
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because for you the four winds kiss the quick and slow 

for you the unrelenting earth will never quite despair; 

o look tonight how the moon will halt high in the air 
seeing your kingdoms below in shadowed enchantment — 
for you all things animate are given or lent, 

for you all the world is strewn with landscapes to spend 
until something unsubstantial may lead to some bright end 
in a gesture or gentle look, a single spark alone to start 

a star that falls over, forever, the dark precipice of the heart: 
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DON JUAN 


ACT TWO — SCENE 


(The next day. Dona Ana’s cell at the convent. It is not 
Gothic. She is reading when the ABBESS enters). 


Dona ANA 
(Rising): 
Reverend Mother... 
ABBESS 


Did you not hear me come in? 


Dona ANA 
No, Mother. 
ABBESS 


Such concentration is unusual; 
When I see it, I suspect that it is prompted by despair. 
What are you reading? 
Dona ANA 
‘The Life of Saint Jerome’ 


ABBESS 


Yes... he took a vow not to read poetry, didn’t he? 
Quite a contemporary figure... 
But I have something important to say to you 
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My child, your father, Don Gonzalo 
Asked to see me yesterday. 
Did he not say anything to you himself? 


a, | Dona ANA 
== No... 
ABBESS 
I see; he left it entirely to me. 
They usually do. Men are as afraid of their daughters 
a As they are of their conscience... 
Bat, My child, your father wishes you to take 
Your final vows today. 


(Pause). 


Did you hear me? Do you understand? 

Most novitiates break down when they 

Come to be professed. It is a kind of modesty 
All women shew when they become brides... 


| Dona ANA 

i I am ready. 
Ae ABBESS 

‘fom Brides of Christ or brides of men. 


Dona ANA 


I do understand. I am ready 


ABBESS 

sd None of us are ready. Some of us 

' Leave the world more willingly than others; 
But none of us are ready. And those 
Who’ve been hurt most by the world 

Seem to find most difficulty in leaving it. 


Dona ANA 


a But for me it's a release 
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| ABBESS 

Which is not the same thing as a vocation. 

I know how fond you are of your father 

I know you will want to please him. But in this 
You must obey no man. 


Dona ANA 
It is my decision, not my father’s 
It was I who persuaded him. 
My mind is made up. 
ABBESS 


You mean your heart is... 
My child, I’m sorry, for though I will be glad 
For you to be received, I had hoped that the unhappiness 
Which made you seek refuge here 
Would, in time, disappear and that in time 
You would return to the world and... 


Dona ANA 
Marry? 
ABBESS 


Yes, if not the man you love 
Perhaps someone who loves you. 
Dona ANA 
That is not for me. 
ABBESS 


Can nothing dissuade you? 


Dona ANA 
No, I’ve longed for this, desperately. 


ABBESS 


It is that desperation which worries me... 
As you know, this girdle is wound three times 
And is tied with a single knot. 
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There is the vow of poverty... You smile? 

Yes, coming from a great family that will be easy 
— You'll appreciate the luxury of having nothing... 
Next, the vow of obedience. That too will be easy 
Being a great soldier’s daughter you'll merely 
Transfer to me the loyalty you have shewn to him... 
And this is the girdle of chastity. 


Dona ANA 


That will be easiest of all. 


ABBESS 


Is it? 
Its in our desires that we sin. Nuns can be wanton 
In their thoughts, whores more chaste when they give them- 
selves 
Not from passion, but out of pity. 
Do you understand? 


Dona ANA 


It will be easy for me to renounce those pleasures 
I never knew. 


ABBESS 


No, harder for the very reason 
You did not know them... But here’s your nurse. 


(Enter Dona ANa’s nurse carrying a large book). 


ABBESS 


Make your final preparations. She will pray with you. 
— What have you there? 


NURSE 


A book, Reverend Mother. 


ABBESS 
That much I had perceived. But what book? 
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NURSE 
(Handing it to her): 
| The Book of the Hours. It’s a present from Don Gonzalo 
To Dona Ana. 


| ABBESS 
Appropriate, but hardly imaginative... 
(She puts the book down. To Dona Ana): 
Is there nothing more to say? 


Dona ANA 
No, Reverend Mother. 


ABBESS 

Then I will send for you later. 
(She goes). 

NURSE 


Aren’t you going to look at your present? 


Dona ANA 
Not now. 
NURSE 


Don Gonzalo will be disappointed. 
Look how well it’s bound... 


(She hands the book to Dona ANA who doesn’t open it 
and is about to put it down). 


.. and illustrated too. 


(Dona ANa opens the book. A letter falls out). 


Dona ANA 


Whats that? 
(The Nurse hands it to her). 


Did you know that this was here? 


Answer me? 
NURSE 


Catalion begged me to bring it to you. 


217 


RONALD DUNCAN 


Dona ANA 
(Throwing the letter down): 
I will not read it. 
NURSE 


Don Juan is back. He's here in Seville... 


Dona ANA 
I know. My father warned me of that last night. 
He need not have worried. Judging by Don Juan’s adventures 
He will have forgotten my name. 


NURSE 


That’s why he wrote to you as soon as he returned? 


Dona ANA 
(Walking round the letter): 
I suppose P'm a kind of challenge to him. 
It seems he forgets those girls he enjoys 
And only remembers those who remained 
Beyond his reach. His memory will not be burdened. 


NURSE 
You know he loves you. 


Dona ANA 
(Walking away from the letter): 
And I thank God my father refused to let us marry. 
Don Juan is nothing but a common adventurer, 
An amoral atheist whose only purpose 


Is to pursue his own pleasure. Whose only faith 
Is his self-conceit... 


NURSE 
‘.. And intolerable arrogance!” 


You’ve learned your lesson well. I could almost hear your 
father speaking. 


Dona ANA 
I tell you, Pve learned to hate him! 
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NURSE 


¡We cannot learn to hate or learn to love. 
| 
Dona ANA 
(Standing over the letter): 
But we can forget. If he’s not forgotten me, 
I have forgotten him. 


NuRSE 


So I see. And now as he means nothing to you 
Why don’t you read his letter? 


Dona ANA 

That's true... Give it to me. 
(She reads the letter): 

« Let me ask you one question 
And I will never ask another: 
Do I walk through your dreams 
As you now run through mine? 
Answer this question. I will not ask another. 
Juan ». 


(Pause). 
Yes... 
NURSE 
Is there an answer? 
Dona ANA 
(Not hearing her): 
Yes, yes! 
NURSE 
Shall I take it to him? 
Dona ANA 


What? No, there is no answer. 

(She goes to the prie-dieu and kneels): 
For pity’s sake, help me. I kneel to Thee. 
But I find I pray to him. 
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(While Dona Ana is kneeling, the Nurse opens the door: 
to admit Don JUAN and then exits). | 


“Agnus Dei, qui tollis peccata mundi, 
Dona nobis pacem... 

Don JUAN 

..miserere nobis”. 
(Dona ANA turns and stands): 

Dona ANA 
How did you get in? 

Don JUAN 


Your nurse opened the door. 


Dona ANA 
How did you know which was my cell? 


Don JUAN 
I was guided to it by my patron saint. 


Dona ANA 
And who is he? 


Don JUAN 
Saint Sophie. 
Dona ANA 


I might have guessed your saint would be a woman... 
Who is she? I’ve not heard of her before. 


Don JUAN 


That's because she's not yet recognised 
Or canonised. 


Dona ANA 
Why? What did she do? 


Don Juan 
Like Lucifer she was hurled out of heaven. 
But her only fault was pity. She felt so sorry for man 
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| Especially poets and lovers that she 
Filled heaven with such riff-raff... In the end 
| God had to ask her to go when she began to feel 
Sorry even for musicians... 
(She turns away): 

Ana... Ana! 

Dona ANA 

Go. Please go. 


Don Juan 


When you’ve answered my question. 


Dona ANA 
What question? 
Don JUAN 
My letter. 
Dona ANA 


The answer’s: no, no... 


Don JUAN 
Look at me. 


Dona ANA 


Go away, please. 
Don JUAN 


Ana, look at me. 


Dona ANA 
(Turning to him): 

Why? 

Don JUAN 
Eyes are eloquent, tongues inarticulate. 
So long as I can look into your eyes, 
I need not listen to your lips. 
Yes, they lie. This kiss, their punishment. 


Dona ANA 
Then I deny my eyes. 
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You run to me through them. 
This, their reward. 

(He kisses her eyes):: 
They are as honest as your dreams. 


Dona ANA 


Then I will erase my dreams. 


Don JUAN 


No, it’s all of you I have. Since life is jealous 

And conspires to deprive us of our desires 

Do not deny my ghost from walking up and down your dreams: 
For all the life we have is in each other’s sleep. 


Dona ANA 
Can’t you see, Pm begging you to go? 
It is finished. Love like ours was not possible. 
Don JUAN 
What do you mean? 
Dona ANA 
After my father refused to allow our marriage 


I tried to forget you in one way; you tried in another. 
It seems you failed; the pity is, I succeeded. 


Don JUAN 
How? 
Dona ANA 


Don’t misunderstand me. It is not that I have found 
What I am seeking. It is enough to know that it exists. 


Don JUAN 
What does? 
Dona ANA 


A love that is greater than your love. 
A love that is more durable than your love. 
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A passion that is more peaceful than your passion. 
A lover whose tears are as wine... 


Don Juan 
Who is this man? 


Dona ANA 
Tonight, I'm to be professed. 


Don JUAN 
(Laughing): 
You make a good evangelist 
To leave me jealous of Christ!... 


Dona ANA 
Stop it! 
Don JUAN 


At least nobody can say now 
That Don Juan never experienced a Christian emotion... 


Dona ANA 
Stop it! 
Don JUAN 


If laughter’s a sin at least I go 
Gaily to the damned. 
Whats this and this amount to? 


(He picks up a crucifix). 
Dona ANA 
Put it down 


Don JUAN 


Nothing! A mere relic to remind honest men 
How easily they're confused with thieves. 
Religion is nothing but a sense of sin. 


Dona ANA 


Or virtue? 
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Don Juan 
To be is the only virtue! Death is the only sin! 


Dona ANA 
And after? 
Don JUAN 


Nothing! Not even illusions. Nor a sense of time, wasted. 
Nothing! Dust’s our bones; dreams, our flesh. 
The desert’s our destination; the wind, our vehicle. 
That is it all. 

Dona ANA 


Is that enough? 


Don JUAN 


Maggots have immortal longings too 

But they don’t make a dogma out of it 

To deceive themselves. They diet on our eyes. 

Perhaps it’s that which improves their vision? 

They keep their nose to the bone of reality 

While all your saints sit in their sepulchres 

Coughing up their own dust, waiting for what are only wishes. 


Dona ANA 
(Taking the crucifix from him and replacing it): 
Why try and destroy my faith. It's no concern of yours. 


Don Juan 
Isn’t it? If it takes you away from me 
Your faith is my despair. 
Dona ANA 
«Easily consolable, my father... 


Don Juan 
Your father! 


Dona ANA 
By hating whom I love, you hate me. 
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Don Juan 
Why did he refuse to let us marry? 
To protect you? Nonsense. It was to punish me 
My sin is too much blood. He hates me for my youth. 


Dona ANA 
As I say, that’s easily consolable... 


Don Juan 
What do you mean? 

Dona ANA 

My father came here last night. 

He told me how you'd lived since I last saw you 
And how yowd returned to Seville 
Boasting of your amourous adventures 
Like some adolescent who’s so surprised 
At his own manhood that he has to repeat 
His achievements to convince himself. Or is it 
That you’re now a rather jaded slave 
To your own reputation — no longer a man at all 
Now merely a puppet obedient to a café public 
Who employ you to perform the excesses they desire 
But daren’t commit? But I was forgetting, 
I must congratulate you; I hear you won your bet. 


Don JUAN 
Thank you. 

Dona ANA 
Well, why don’t you say something? 


Don’t tell me you feel ashamed. 


Don JUAN 
No. 
Dona ANA 


Then why are you silent? 


Don JUAN 


From boredom. 
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Dona ANA 


You swine! 


Don JUAN 


For you know as well as I know 

That whatever we do when we’re apart 

Makes no difference to us when we’re together. 
I wish it did. It might give me some release 
From this world which has contracted 

To this prison of your eyes... 


Dona ANA 
You don’t deny... 
Don JUAN 


Not at all. 
Dona ANA 


..Your unfaithfulness? 


Don JUAN 


No. I admit the attempt, but cannot claim 

The achievement. My intentions were to destroy 

My memory of you. I was more faithful than I knew. 
You tried one way to forget me; I — another... 

You say you’ve succeeded: I confess, I failed. 


Dona ANA 
Did none... console you? 


Don JUAN 


Before I had met you, I tried to find you. 

After I had known you, I tried to forget you. 
There have been many lips and many eyes 

But they ve been your lips, they’ve been your eyes 


(Pause). 
Dona ANA 


..Your cloak is torn... 
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| Don Juan 
Those who can be parted, never loved... 
| 


Dona ANA 
tf youll take it off, PU mend it... 


Don JUAN 
For to love as we love is to be 
Never separate yet always lonely. 
Ana, can you deny you feel as I feel... 


Dona ANA 


(Taking the cloak and sitting down): 
It's torn almost beyond repair... 


Don JUAN 
That you suffer as I suffer... 
(He sits on the floor, Bede her). 


Dona ANA 
..but Pll try to mend it. 


Don Juan 


You talk of faith. But it’s you who are unfaithful: 
Seeking a God outside you, betraying the God 
Crying inside you. 

Dona ANA 

Don’t talk any more. 

This moment becomes a memory even while we live it, 
Too frail to be experienced except in retrospect. 
Even as I speak my voice sounds distant to me — 
May this remoteness veil my immodesty 
For I will tell you how I love: 
I love you as a river loves the sea, 
When I turn away from you, it is only to flow back to qe 
When I am quiet lying in pools of stillness 
It is because I am content, knowing I shall reach you. 
And when 1 am hurrying, 1 am hurrying towards you. 
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For I love you as a woman, and the mouth of that river 
Is the lips of this woman. 
(She kisses him, then stands and moves away), 


Don JuAN 
Ana... Come with me. 


Dona ANA 
No... 


Don Juan 
Why? Why? 


Dona ANA 
(Returning to the chair): 

Don’t move. It is perhaps more difficult to confess to man 
Than it is to God. I know what I am going to say 
Will hurt you. I fear you will not understand. 
I cannot hope to be forgiven. 
It will be enough if I am forgotten. 
I entered this convent voluntarily 


And tonight I shall be professed. 


Don Juan 
In spite of your love? 

Dona ANA 

(Rising): 
No, because of it. 

Love like ours is self destructive. It is 
Too passionate to be permanent. 
It’s all-possessive, cruel, fierce, fitful and unkind. 
When two people depend upon each other, as we do, 
And are utterly at the mercy of each other, as we are — 
Their love becomes a kind of tyranny, 
And though intimate, it is the intimacy 
O} hate. 

Don Juan 


I do understand. I know that resentment. 
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Dona ANA 

And the world is jealous of those who love. 
It welcomes us with whispered disapproval 
Warns one against the other with of course 
The best intentions. The more it envies us 
The more generous it is with good advice 
Which disregarded turns to malice 
Till we become vulnerable to its spite 
And end by hating each other, as the world hates us. 


Don Juan 
But that is not your reason. 


Dona ANA 


No, that is not my reason. 


Don Juan 
Then tell me what it is. I will try to understand. 


Dona ANA 
It is this: I am frightened. 


Don Juan 
Of what? Of living? 

Dona ANA 

No, of dying. 

For if I love you, I know I must die with you. 
Your death will be my death. 
All love is all embryonic grief. 
Even as we kiss, our lips suckle this grief 
Which feeds as we fall away. 
Try to understand me. It is not easy to say: 
I mean. that if I love you, I must die with you. 
But if I can learn to love God, I believe I can live with God. 
You do not understand? 


Don JUAN 
No. 
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Dona ANA 
Don’t you see, if what we love is mortal, 
Then we are mortal? If it is immortal, so we are too. 
Perhaps love that is not immortal, is not love? 


Don JUAN 
What madness is this? 


Dona ANA 
Go now. For the way I have chosen is not easy. 
I am shutting my eyes to what is unreal 
Yet visible; and with blind eyes seeking 
What is real but invisible. 
(He goes to embrace her). 
No, do not touch me. 


(She breaks from him and goes again to the prie-dieu): 
For pity's sake be gone when I turn round. 
(She kneels). 
Don Juan 
Oh my heart, take pity on my heart 
Which stays in you as your own lost heart. 
(The Nurse returns). 
NURSE 
(Whispering to Don Juan): 
Quick, Don Gonzalo and the Abbess are coming. 


(Don Juan snatches up the cloak and makes a violent 
move as if to abduct Dona ANA while she prays. But as he 
does so, she turns round and rises). 


Dona ANA 
You have no need. 
I will go with you. I prayed for strength. 
Though the strength I have been given may look 
More like weakness. But while I knelt, I knew 
That it was better for me to break my vows 
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Than your heart... It must have been your Patron Saint 
Who influenced me... Don’t you remember? 
| She who felt such pity for lovers 

She filled heaven with riff-raff... 

Well, what are you waiting for? 

Must I lead you away?... 


(Exeunt followed by Nurse. Enter Don Gonzalo and Abbess). 


ABBESS 
You see, he is not here. 


Don GonzaLo 
Nor is my daughter! 


ABBESS 
She’s probably in the garden. 


Don GoNnzALo 


I tell you we're too late! Don Juan 

Never makes an empty boast. 

He swore he’d seduce two girls by tonight — 
Don Luis’ fiancée and my own daughter! 
Whats this? 


(He picks up the letter than throws it down): 


My God, Juan, you'll die for this! 


(Exit). 
ABBESS 
(Reading): 
« Let me ask you one question 
And I will never ask another 


Do I walk through your dreams 
As you now run through mine... » 


CURTAIN 
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ACT THREE — SCENE III 


(Later the same night. The Pantheon: before the statues: 
of Dona Ana and Don Gonzalo. Enter Don Juan dishevelledi 
and wounded, his sword in his hand trails behind him). 


Don JUAN 

As though drugged, as though in a dream, I drag 
My unwilling body through this nights delirium 
To this place wich is still home to me. 
But where’s Don Gonzalo? Has some more pressing 
Invitation detained him? 

(He knocks on Don Gonzalo’s sepulchre).. 
Come on, wake up, Pve kept my promise 
Now let me see if you can do as well? 
Come, rise up, surely this box can't be 
So comfortable for your bones. Climb out, claw your way 
To light again, shew me your antics, 
Now's your chance, haunt me, convince me, prove 
That your spirit can be separated from 
The thin skein of wind which winds itself 
Around this world, this desert which we are 
That wind which we become blown by indifference 
Through the great yawn of night. What? Is your tomb 


Too heavy? Won’t the angels lift it? Can't your God reach 
down? 


Then let me help you... 

(Before Don Juan touches the sepulchre it opens to reveal 
a table set with bones, dust, ashes, and an hour-glass. The 
figures in the burial niches and the Statue of Don Gonzalo 
move slightly. Only Dona Ana’s statue remains motionless). 


Don JUAN 


Is there no way to wake 
To break this nightmare which my life’s become? 
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| DON JUAN 
THE STATUE oF Don GonzaLo 
Are you afraid, Don Juan? 


Don Juan 
= Yes, 


Tue STATUE 
Of what? 


Don Juan 
Of my imagination and my eyes which are 
Traitors to my reason. 


Tue STATUE 


And my voice? Does not that convince you? 


Don Juan 
No. 


THE STATUE 


If your eyes and ears deceive you 
Then touch and smell what is on that table. 


Don JUAN 
It is wine and meat. 
THE STATUE 
Then sit and eat. 
(They sit. The Statue serves Don Juan). 


Don JUAN 
This is dust. 
THE STATUE 
It is dust that she’s become. Try this. 
(He passes him another dish). 


Don JUAN 
Ashes! 
THE STATUE 
Those ashes were her youth. Why don’t you taste your wine? 


Has Don Juan forgotten how to drink? 
(Don Juan drinks). 
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Don JUAN 
Ugh, it’s blood... 
(He leaves the table) . 
THE STATUE 
That blood’s your own. Look how you bleed. 
And this hour-glass holds all the time you have 
Time to repent. 
(Funeral bells toll in the distance)., 
Don JUAN 
Repent for what? 
THE STATUE 
Your sins. 
Don JUAN 
My sin was that I loved too well. 


THE STATUE 


True, but it was yourself you loved. 
And my daughter died for love of you. 


Don JUAN 
I will not repent that love. 
She was the nearest thing to God I knew 
And if she’d lived I might in time have loved Him too... 
Why are those bells tolling? 

THE STATUE 

They are tolling 
For him who has died. 
(A funeral chant is heard off). 


Don JUAN 


And what is that song 
They are singing? 
THE STATUE 


That song is the psalm 
They sing over the body. 


(Three figures pass at the back of the stage). 
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Don Juan 


And that procession. 
1 What is that procession? 


THE STATUE 

| That is the funeral 

| As they carry his body. 

Don Juan 

Whose body? Who has died? 


THE STATUE 
| Don JUAN 


(The sword falls from his hand). 


THE STATUE 
Yes, Juan, those bells are tolling for your death. 
The psalm they are singing is sung over your coffin. 
And the coffin the mourners are carrying 
Contains your body. It is you who has died. 
Don JUAN 


1 dead? 
THE STATUE 


Captain Carlos killed you in a duel 
Only an hour ago. Look, the blood is not yet dry. 
Don JUAN 
How can I be dead — yet be? 
THE STATUE 
Because there is no death. 
Are you convinced now that life’s eternal? 
Don JUAN 
No. What proof have I that I am dead? 
THE STATUE 


Go to someone whom you love then watch them turn away 


That’s how we dead know we are dead 
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And die a second time. Now look at those mourners 
Who follow you. Though you have harmed them 
And denied them, they follow you. To your grave they folloun 
you. 
Don Juan 


But if I am dead how can I see? 


THE STATUE 
Eyes do not die. After death they stare 
Into your conscience with the vision of the blind. 
(Enter a figure, his hands held out before him). : 


Don Juan 
Why does he hold out his hands before him? 


Don Juan 


Because you put out his eyes. He was your faith. 
See how he’s lost his way. 
(Enter a leprous figure, lame and in rags. His face hidden 


beneath a cowl). 
Don Juan 


And who is this leprous creature, lamed, maimed and broken? 
I did not impoverish him. I did not maim him. Who is he? 


THE STATUE 
See if you recognise his face. 


(Don Juan removes his cowl). 


Don Juan 


It is my own. 


THE STATUE 
Your own. 


(A figure of a woman appears in the shadows at the back 
of the stage). 


Don Juan 
And she? 
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THE STATUE 
No, do not go to her. 


| Don JUAN 


Her-lool is more gentle than love 
Her love is more tender than passion. Who is she? 
For what is she waiting? 


THE STATUE 
Come away, do not look at her. 
Give me your hand. I will help you past 
This labyrinth of dreams. 


Don Juan 
(Turning back): 
You mean you forgive me? 


THE STATUE 
Yes, give me your hand. 
(Don Juan does so). 


Don JUAN 


Oh let me go, my hand, my arm burns and turns to stone. 


(The Statue relinquishes Don Juan’s hand. But the latter’s 
remains held in position). 


THE STATUE 
— I will, now it is too late. 
I led you away from where Dona Ana waited 
In her compassion for you to repent. 
I have made you waste that final moment. 
And now you can never reach her. For she 
Is in heaven, and you, Don Juan, are in hell. 

(The bells cease tolling). 


Don JUAN 
This is not hell! 


There is no hell while she is in my heart. 
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THE STATUE 

It is that love which is your hell. 
You thought there was nothing after death 
But now you will know that death 
Is a mercy man is denied. 
And this is your hell, Don Juan: 

(Don Juan’s body stiffens, limb by limb, until it is fixed! 
in the position of a grotesque statue). 
To desire Dona Ana for ever 
For ever seek her and never find her 
To love for ever and never be beloved. 
See, how your body now stiffens into that shape 
Which your debauched life twisted your grotesque soul. 

(Now as a statue, Don Juan crawls towards Dona Ana’ 
statue which stands above him on its pedestal). 
So will it stand here in this garden 
Through your stone eyes bleed with loneliness 
For hell is to be — to be alone. 

(Don Juan takes a final tortured pose at the foot of Dona 
Ana’s statue). 

Don JUAN 

Oh my heart, take pity on my heart 
Which stays in you as your own lost heart. 


THE STATUE 


It is too late. She cannot hear you. 
To part you for ever. That was my revenge. 

(Dona Ana’s hand moves and rests on Don Juan. His 
statue seems to relax). 


Don JUAN 


Those who can be parted, never loved. 


FINAL CURTAIN 
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THE CHANGELING 


I 


She, with her thighs harder than hooves, 
Turns, mouse-wary, — 

By what reminded? 

The dark heart of some ancient thing 
Stays her flesh; 

Her choices whisper. 

Think of the task of air! — 

As she steps into summer, 

O most manifest. 

She leans into light, and lives, 

Her heaven-sense pure as a stone. 

Long bones are loveliest: I love long bones. 


II 


A wretch needs his wretchedness. Yes. But this shape 
Sways me awake. What ho, and the field’s my friend, 

And the cyclamen leaves glisten like the backs of baby turtles. 
Ive recovered my tenderness by long looking; 

Pm a socrates of small fury. 


The wave bends with the fish. Pm taught 
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As water teaches stone. Believe me, extremest oriole, 

I can hear light on a dry day. 

The world is where we fling it; Pm leaving where I am. 
You larks all day, you robins right, 

You birds, 

Take notice of this man! 

My speech must be: 

Pll sing beyond the wind 

Things of high wit and changes of the moon. 


III 


Sad the soul’s joy. Loved heart, what else can I say 

To you arbutus-calm, mysterious as stone? 

How is it inside a tree? 

I can’t bury the bone of this misery like a fastidious dog. 
To the best of myself I sing, 

While the rock-seams swell with the sea, 

And the sun touches the lizard’s throat, its tail half in shadow. 
Is this fare for the cats and dogs? 

It’s no dalliance. 


Dear sparrows of this alley, 
To this extent I’m a stalk. 
How free! How all alone! 
By light’s extreme, 

By all the things that are, 
Pve come to be. 


Apples! Have a care! 
She's coming near! 

Is it to bring the lily? 
Is it to bring 

Birds to this watery air? 


You fishes, be more fond. 
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THE SLEEPERS 


Do not awaken anyone tonight. 

Look, how they list in sleep, 

unsurprised, ambitious for oblivion, 

on beds or benches, tilted toward the star. 
Who, all through the ricocheting sun 

and winnowing day have waited to be undone; 
now, clasped to the deathless clock, 

will sleep toward safety. 

In the trembling and dew-dotted park, 
under the shining trees and wagonned dark, 
they lie on the cool, dumb rock. 


O little boat, shepherd us down 
among the frail flowers, 

down the damp avenues of hours; 
ripple us out of years and rusted fires. 
Lost and tricked with tears, surrender 
and send us songless under. 

O little black savior, 

sail the cut, crooked waters; 

solder us to your sails, fleeter 

than our feet outstrip disaster, 
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(like the dog that follows us with his garnet tooth 
in the gilded cemetery, the gleaming South.) 

Sail us forth free from the hard sun, 

from the ceaseless wheel of the yellow year, 

ashes, earth, nation, motion; 

from the godless and unguarded pier, 

charm us in unending arms and muted cities, 
shoreless, slept, sleeping, 

asleep in safe oceans. 

So deep no neighbor heart will darken, 

so light the sun will not shake, 

nor moth nor moon break or beckon, 

nor night nor noon needle us in our fatal nest, 
nor the damaged west show sorrow’s shower; 

nor rob the dizzy sleeper in his crib, 

nor stir him from his midnight like a shivered bird 
awakened to North, to the vast ice 

and star-thistle winter, wildly awakened. 


THE DUST OF PROMISE 


Waking I find that it is three hours gone, 

that wasted and star-fooled summer 

when the air swam with architects and hunters, 
and the cats stalked the dazzled shadows. 

While I lay listed in a lake of sleep, 

the ice descended, and cavalrys of snow, 

so stepless, blinded all my boldness, 

mocking with soft strokes all earlier promise. 


I thought the time less done, although the frost 

had daggered hedges and had withered light. 
Although all signals of my sun and safety 

lay weeks in orange autumn, and the world was alum, 
I walked as if the shadows jumped with hornets; 
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all counties of the heart still mulled their wines. 
I heard no harvest. 


But look now through the glitter from each window; 
that trunk is staired with honey, red with nuts; 
that nesting done; some sired; some dead; 
some cradled in wool of work to face the ice; * 
that beryl-eyed, blue-feathered stranger flown; 
we're left skeletons of love, scaffolds of living. 
My hands are dry as moths. 

The scene I wanted consecrate is gone. 

Between two shelves of sleep the end descended. 
Now the mind is wired in sunless timber, 

the mice in cellars of the bloomless dark. 


Now all the horses and the parasols of summer, 
frogs among the tulips, the star-twigged terrace, 
lie pressed and faded in the promised dust, 

the dust of promise. 


THE DREAM OF THE LION 


The boy was obviously lost, had been for perhaps an 
hour. He had driven himself deeper and deeper into the 
jungle since, he felt now, the only future was to become 
hopelessly lost beyond recall; or, by running until the breath 
died in his chest, to reach England. But the signals of sun 
and foliage around him were more and more of Africa, and 
he was travelling blindly toward its darker heart. 

His father, in the weird encampment of canvas and mos- 
quito netting and tinned bacon and bottled water and blue 
rifles, had told him time and again that he would become lost. 

« If you insist on washing those ridiculous stones in run- 
ning water » he had said only this morning, « you will surely 
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become lost. We cannot spare anyone to follow you every 
inch and hour of the day. We came here to hunt, after all, 
and not to gather bits of mica. You're sure to get lost, and 
you can’t even manage a gun! ». His father was impatient 
because he had wanted to kill a lion, and had not, yet. 

Running close to a narrow hopeless river, he could hear 
in his head his father’s dusty boots circling the tent in anger. 
And he leaned now against a broad wet vine-trunk, heaving 
so hard the fear fell from him for a moment. 


Somewhere, beyond and beyond these endless green halls 
cluttered with staring birds and reaching flowers, was there a 
crazy child-heaven, an opening onto an English meadow, with 
a large gabled house and a nurse in a white apron calling 
down the lawn to him, « Hurry, hurry, you’re late»? And 
when he was gathered up into her cradled arms, she said: 
« Yes, you may have tea upstairs, your father is not here. 
Hurry, hurry! ». 

But surely they were still off in the car, hunting. Today 
was to be the last day, and his father would not go back 
to the camp until he was exhausted. They were probably 
sitting somewhere in a cool space, their pith helmets lying 
by them, drinking cold wine from a thermos and brushing 
the flies away into the haze of heat. His mother would be 
listless and complaining, asking them to turn back; but 
father would glower at her and raise himself heavily, strap- 
ping on his rifle with a grunt. 

What is there, in a wilderness, that drives us to follow a 
river, doubling through the darkness like a lit snake? He 
kept close to it, recoiling from time to time at the anony- 
mous wings that sped through the shuttered light over his 
head. 

That stupid negro would never think of looking for him 
until his father was back and made him. He’d hated him, 
anyway, ever since (moved in some subtle way toward justi- 
fication and revenge) he’d told his father that the negro had 
stolen some powdered eggs and two bottles of wine from 
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the open crate. But his father had not said what he had 
expected. He had not patted him on the shoulder and said 
« Good, good, I shall attend to it», but had frowned at him 
and simply waited; waited until they had dinner served in 
the stifling silence of the tent, and then struck the negro 
suddenly with the flat of his hand, yelling something in 
African at him, and the negro had stared at the boy with 
hatred until he had to rush from the table into the night, 
and look at the far ferocious stars that seemed to say to 
him: No, no; each one is alive alone. 


As is usual, after a particularly dense and knotty place, © 
there came a clearing, looped at first with grains and grasses, 
and then, flattened between some foliage, a dry circle. He 
stumbled into it, in an agony of breathlessness beyond desper- 
ation. He lay there a long while on the ground, sundered 
from all thought and sense of place, like a balloon that has 
drifted too far into dead fields of air. After some clockless 
time, he raised himself on his elbow, and sensed or saw it 
almost instantly, the lumbering monarchical shadow in the 
twigged brush, a large lion. 

An insane climax to all his fear and exhaustion, it made 
him dizzy, and he rocked back and forth almost in laughter. 
His whole sight had narrowed, until he saw the huge head 
of the lion like a boat in the sight of a torpedo; and it sniffed 
the loose air of noon to find him. The moment was com- 
pressed into the small brilliance of a diamond, and it sur- 
passed for him those other two moments of inescapable hor- 
ror in his memory: The time his mother had fallen drunk 
out of an unused chair on the landing of the staircase just 
as he came around the bannister, and lay there on the rug 
muttering at him: « Get out, get out, damn you! ». And the 
time he heard his cousin talking to his sister in the nursery: 
«If he’s going to be such an idiot, hiding like that in the 
linen closet, and snitching on us to your mother, we'll have 
to make him pay for it. We'll just pretend he's dead ». And 
for months they did, and he saw himself dead in their eyes. 
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With astonishing virtuosity, they refused to see or to hear 
r to feel him, so that he became a kind of lunatic ghost 
leading for recognition. When finally his sister said, « Give 
ne that! », in a loud voice, when he picked up one of her 
00ks from the floor of the nursery, he stood in dumh amaze- 
nent, and then, the tears running down his face, rushed 
oward her and struck her with all his strength and collected 
ury until she ran screaming from the room. 

The lion lifted its large head into a little patch of light 
ind looked at him, in all his innocence and complex power 
and hunger, so that the boy fell back on the ground, and 
muddling himself into the smallest possible and contorted 
hape, prayed aimlessly to faint. By throwing his head back 
intil his forehead almost pressed into the ground, and 
wrapping his arms like a bandage around him, he hoped to 
ose himself in dumb blackness, a thing he had once discov- 
red toward the dawn of a sleepless night. Breathing deeply 
fen times, and then stopping suddenly, crushing himself 
igainst himself and the mute unhelping earth and the leaves 
and the lion and the hunters and his sleeping nurse and his 
ister and the molten noon, he fled toward oblivion, a 
moment’s respite of faint far sleep, like the descent down 
the blue stairs of ether. 

In this fraction of the dark, he dreamed, or not so much 
dreamed as saw static, like framed pictures, a little carnival 
of scenes, a metamorphosis. For a moment he went forward 
at a slow, so slow, so pure a pace even a dreamer would have 
taken it for a dream, toward the lion. He was unbuttoning 
his silly clothes and throwing his tasseled cap onto a bush 
where it hung idiotically gibbering at him. And he walked 
into the lion, embracing him with a wide trusting smile. The 
ion sank, like a gold rug, beneath his flesh, and he walked 
on back through the jungle toward the encampment. But he 
had to be very careful to walk in the shade, otherwise the 
lion lying spread through his arms and legs, his great head 
n his, his heart surrounding his own heart, might show in 
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the sunlight. If he stepped into a full curtain of light, the: 
lion would be seen lying like a huge shadow within his: 
flesh; and, even now, through a tiny peephole in the tent! 
as he approached the camp, the muffle of a rifle was taking; 
aim at the huge heart that cloaked his own, and his father’s: 
boots tapped the red dust. 

And then he rose through layers of the dark, until his; 
eyes opened on the cage of the world, where he lay again ! 
awake, nailed to the rim of earth. He had dreamed himself ' 
in and out of death and danger. Through a series of crooked | 
labyrinths, he had seen himself with the lion’s heart and, 
blistering red eyes and noiseless ripple of velvet, the king of 
his desires. Only by being the lion, as his father was his 
father, could he escape from this fear that thronged him 
with thorns. 

But the lion, still standing on the brink of the circle, was 
already his own simple king, and could only have dreamed 
himself downward to become a lost boy, as he might have 
dreamed himself a fumbling pink bird in the branches of 
his memory. The boy wondered if the lion, paused there in 
a trance of heat and his own sprawled and bearded shadow, 
had seen his whole dreamed disguise, as his father saw a lie 
in his eyes as clearly as a fish in a glass of water. Perhaps 
they had shared somehow the same dream, for while the boy 
stood there in the leaves, past any decision in the wide room 
of light, the lion advanced a step, and leapt, in a great access 
of gold and fury, through the mute ring of noon, into his 
throat. 
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BEYOND ANOTHER SHORE 


When he awoke he never knew what time it was. The 
light was always grey, or darker grey. Lying in bed, he could 
see through the window a patch of sky, soft, dense, impene- 
trable, sometimes blurred with indistinet grey clouds, some- 
times unrelieved. Some mornings as he watched a scatter of 
rain would break through, driving against the windowpane; 
some mornings as he opened his eyes the steady rain was 
already beating down. 

He had broken his watch a few days after his arrival in 
this strange city; it had been with the repair-man ever since, 
awaiting the necessary parts from home which this city could 
not supply. He could not afford to buy a new one, out of 
the limited funds of his grant for study abroad. The cheap 
alarm clock which he found in his rooms ticked so noisily 
that after the first few trials he set it in the hallway each 
night, just outside his closed door. The steady muted ticking 
had become by now a familiar element in the familiar 
struggle to go to sleep, as it had become the first recognized 
note in the shock of awakening in this unaccustomed room, 
where he glimpsed at once through the window the dense 
mass of the sky. He did not like to draw the curtains; he 
did not like to feel shut in. 

For a few minutes each morning before he was fully 
awake he would lie in bed while the insistent questions also 
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struggled awake: What is this city, immense and blurred,, 
filled with blurred strange people? Why am I here? How 
can one speak? How can they be known? He could not bear 
the questions long; they struck against a gathering core of 
pain. Forcibly he thrust them down; they receded, sinking 
in a dissolution which drifted like fluid ash into the blood- 
stream, through the flesh and bone. 


As soon as he had risen, shuffling into slippers and bun- 
dling on his robe, he went at once to take in the clock. The 
door opened; the muted ticking sprang to sudden stridency. 
He came to find a sense of comfort in the sound, as though ' 
each morning a faithful little dog were outside waiting 
eagerly to greet him. At some point he began to look forward 
to this opening of the door with the momentary reassurance 
it brought; at some point he began to formulate his feeling 
in silent words. « All right, tick-tock », he would say as he 
put his hand upon the knob, or « OK, tick-tock, come on in ». 
At some point he distinctly visualized the name as Tock. 

The hour the hands told was never the same. He might 
find that it was before seven, or eight-thirty, or after ten. 
This uncertainty of light and time left him troubled and 


- confused. 


His furnished apartment consisted of a living room and 
a tiny bedroom, a mere cupboard with a window, which 
contained a cot, a red upholstered rocker in which he never 
sat, and a balding rug which continued to shed daily its 
spiny coarse grey hairs. A washbowl of displeasing pink imi- 
tation porcelain stood in a corner behind a spattered screen. 
Above the basin hung a little oblong mirror, discolored and 
distorting, which reflected his face with the eyes narrowed 
and jammed up into the hairline and the chin drawn out to 
a bumpy granite slab. The larger second room was furnished 
with a writing table, a bookcase made of badly fitting sepa- 
rate parts so that when he raised or lowered the glass shelf- 
guards the whole structure rebelled, two or three indeter- 
minate chairs, and a small telephone table which stood un- 
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asily on legs like the coils of a fountain petrified in some 
nvulsive shame. One shallow closet against a wall contained 
his meager cooking equipment; the other held his clothes. 
¡The room was poorly lighted by a tall lamp crowned with 
an immense red silk shade from which depended little balls 
of dark red wool. 

The telephone had been advanced as the great triumph 
of the apartment when he had looked about for living quar- 
ters. At that time he had thought himself that it might prove 
a convenience, perhaps even the instrument of later pleasure. 
Chiefly he had taken the place because he had believed he 
could work best in the privacy the top-floor rooms allowed. 
Below him, in a cavernous cold mausoleum, lived the only 
other lodger, a gaunt flat woman over seventy, somewhat deaf, 
shrouded always in several shawls and scarves, who was 
writing a memoir of her dead husband, a former engineer and 
marine enthusiast. The owner of the house, a professional 
man who kept the first two floors for himself, was seldom 
at home. 

He had come knowing no one in this strange city, late 
in autumn. For weeks after his arrival he had scarcely spoken 
to a soul, beyond the necessary exchange on buses or in shops, 
except the gaunt lady below during their occasional en- 
counters on the stairs, He came to realize after a while that 
they never spoke to the same purpose. She mistook half of 
what he said, giving back, with a veiled dubious look, some 
kindly irrelevant reply which led always, by esoteric linkage, 
to her late husband’s excellent qualities. 

His few letters of introduction had come to no issue. One 
person had removed to a distant city. Another acknowledged 
his note with an ambiguous implication of a telephone call 
later which was never fulfilled. Another wrote with admirable 
candor that she was alternately very busy and very ill, and 
must therefore deny herself many pleasures. With another, 
a big amiable amusing man whom he liked at once, he had 
a hurried lunch; he was very sorry that this possible friend 
was leaving on an extended business trip within a few days. 
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A fifth had invited him to an afternoon lecture, one © 
a weekly series on Motivation and Scope given in the gilt! 
embellished reception room of an elaborate hotel. He hac 
no trouble in distinguishing his hostess; she arrived very, 
late, just after the rustling audience was hushed to silence 
on the appearance of the lecturer, a moth-eaten man no longer 
young with a curious glint darting from his eyeballs and 
cheekbones which interfused guile and benevolence. They 
had time to exchange only a whispered incoherent greetings 
before they slipped into separate places, disturbing many; 
knees and laps, in the thicket of little ornamental chairs; 
After the lecture refreshments were available for a minon 
sum: tea, greyish squares of sandwich, and a chocolate- 
covered cake ingeniously uniting neat pink and ivory cubes 
by means of some interconnective paste. He found his hostess 
in a flurry of concern when he rejoined her. She had se 
hoped they might have tea together, she said, with little 
swoops and swerves to gather up her gloves, notebook, pencil, 
knitting bag, spectacles, and umbrella; but alas, an aging 
aunt from the country had unexpectedly wired that she was 
arriving to consult her doctor that very afternoon: she must 
be at the station within half an hour; she would telephone 
or send a note once the aunt had left—she had a charming 
little place in the country, rather difficult to reach, the train 
service was awkward, but really charming: he must visit it 
sometime, perhaps in spring, the spring was lovely there, all 
the lovely flowers, and the aunt remarkable, with so many 
interests in spite of her great age though of course these 
recurrent attacks worried one; it had been so nice to meet 
him — a splendid lecture — and now unfortunately she must 
hurry on. They stood by now before the hotel entrance; the 
taxi she had signalled was waiting. As she shook hands with 
him hurriedly she looked up with puzzled eyes. What was 
it that had not taken place? 

He knew that she was kind, though distracted; he knew 
that she had really meant to get in touch with him again. 
Perhaps the aunt was with her yet, waning out of life in 
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ler extreme old age, querulous and demanding, or perhaps 
e had died, and the niece was in the country folding away 
e remnants of the many interests. He did not think of her 


ten once the expectation of hearing the telephone bell ring 
nad subsided. 

His last letter of introduction was addressed to a man 
whose name signified distinction in his circle at home. This 
“as a man of middle age, poet and teacher, who intercrossed 
spheres of the imagination ordinarily impossible to combine. 
The face was famous, familiar through the photographs with 
which the back jackets of his books were adorned: it showed 
rulnerability, worldliness, struggle, and denial, emphasized in 
yarying degrees according to the cast of shadow and light. 
The poetry, comprising only a few volumes, was searching, 
irbane, witty, complex, deliberately phrased in the eight- 
>enth-century mode of satirical elegance, yet with a deeper 
note of subterranean anguish, the tempered expression of a 
:ontinued wrestling. The teacher was a legend: the brilliant 
>pigram, the startling allusion, the verbal swordplay through 
centuries of thought, the skilled weaving of the unrelated 
nto a scintillating pattern of significance, had already encum- 
»ered the developing technique of scores of underlings. This 
letter had received no acknowledgment at all. 

At first he had gone to theaters and concerts; but once 
he winter dark had closed down he began to find, after the 
lay’s work in the dim light of his room, with the dense sky 
hrough the window meeting his eyes whenever he raised his 
yes, that the incandescence of lobbies made his senses swim. 
The brightly lighted unreal figures, moving, smiling, chatter- 
ng and greeting friends, caused a painful agitation. He felt 
with rising panic a flowing together of the fluid ash now 
lrifting in his veins, a solidifying into compulsion towards 
ome rash unformulated deed, which must be fought. Once 
1e had stopped going to places of entertainment he had not 
een able to begin again. He would make up his mind as 
re lay trying to get to sleep at night, aware of Tock's muted 
icking through the closed door, that he must force himself 
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into a semblance of activity; but when the time came to ver 
ture out, towards evening, he was always overcome by unwi 
ingness and dread. 


Even the brightly lighted interiors of buses began ti 
arouse disquietude. In this unreal brilliance faces grew shar 
of feature but deprived of meaning. All conversation wa 
the swirling lost fragmentary wreckage of talk. At each sto 
passengers descended and entered; indistinguishable nev 
figures settled in the seats, the same coins purchased the sama 
fragile tickets, the unrelated fragments of communication 
were cast up to swirl and disappear again. These streaki 
of over-clarity, after groping through the blurred uncertair 
streets, in which mass might prove shadow and shadow mighi 
prove mass, reduced, destroyed, eradicated, like a sudden 
streak of lightning which stuns the hearing as it blinds om 
the sight. 

At some point he had begun to leave his rooms during 
the day, at any variable time, to walk in the big park neaz 
by for an hour or two. In the park all the landscape had a 
yielding look: trees softened into the background, the bough: 
refining at the edges to a lacy charcoal fretwork; at the 
horizon the pond softened into the sky. Stretching away inte 
the distance the broad open pathways receded into nowhere 
Through the grounds shadowy dogs romped and ranged, sniff 
ing at old leaves and hidden grass roots; children like 
animated pictures shouted at their play; fragments of con 
versation floated in the air and vanished as men and womer 
passed. Sometimes he stopped among others at the edge o! 
the motionless pond with its thin covering of ice turned ar 
even grey under the sky. In the blurring light the gulls were 
also bluish grey, concentrating in their little bodies the colo: 
of the sky and ice. They rose and fluttered and descend 
ed, advancing and retreating, never still. Now and then one 
walked for a few stiff steps on his little toothpick legs, settin; 
down his tiny splayed feet flat, then up he fluttered again 
Now and then a swan drifted rapidly through the wate 
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which streaked the thin ice at the border of the pond. This 
swan-advance, agile, swift and passionless, he always found 
disturbing. The crested silken plumage, pale ivory rather 
than white, the flexible long neck darting the head under 
water to reveal only an arching feathery curve, the small 
unseeing puzzled eyes, seemed to mark him as a creature from 
a remote elusive chilling country where pale ivory ice-flowers. 
and insubstantial silken grasses cast their shadow on the 
snow. 


Some days, or weeks, after his attendance at the lecture _ 
he dreamed again. He had stopped dreaming at some point 
after his arrival; once he managed to get to sleep, he slept 
very heavily, waking with eyelids glued and swollen and a 
numb ache in his limbs, as though he had been beaten with 
muffled wooden hammers. This night he dreamed he heard 
the telephone bell ring. He was lying in bed, in the dream; 
the sound awakened him. Springing up to answer, he caught 
his foot in the bedclothes; he struggled, wound and tangled, 
dragging the covers from the cot, until he was hampered 
up above the knees. At last in panic lest the ringing of the 
bell should stop he went hitching and skating over the floor, 
pulling the bedclothes with him. When he picked up the 
receiver his hands shook. Far off a whisper of a voice was. 
saying: «Is this..? Are you..? Is this..?». «Yes», he 
answered urgently; « yes yes yes ». The whisper dwindled out 
and faded. Still he pressed the receiver against his ear, 
hearkening for the faintest thread of sound. As he stood he 
felt the instrument he clutched begin to dissipate, as if 
shedding flesh upon his fingers. In horror he flung it down. 
Now he saw starting at the under-edge of the telephone 
a sinister growth of fine grey moss appear; it crept up- 
ward; it obscured the dial; it obliterated earphone and 
mouthpiece. He stared in terror, paralyzed. He knew he must 
escape. Wrenching his whole body free he awoke, with the 
taste of fear and desolation in his throat. 
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He had not worked well now for a long time. Each morn-- 
ing after breakfast he sat down at his writing table. He: 
uncovered his typewriter and arranged his notes. Always he: 
was conscious of the window at his left, separating him by? 
only this thin pane of glass from the indistinguishable city; 
outside. He would realize after hours, or minutes, that he: 
had stopped in his work and was staring out, blurring outt 
into the grey expanse of sky, with his hands immobile on 
the table, or even on the typewriter keys. He had never kept! 
Tock in the room in which he worked; the busy rattle had! 
distracted him. Now he set him on the top of the bookcase ı 
every morning. The hands pointing now to nine-fifteen, to ten- 
thirty, to eleven, implied structure, if not meaning, in his: 
days. Tock stood as a contrived, external intellect, relating 
him to a world of other people, who ate and slept and kept 
appointments, took buses, went to theaters, within the circu- 
lar pattern of the numerals printed on his face. But after 
some days, or weeks, his mind grew numb to the insistent 
warning of Tock’s voice. He left him indifferently in one 
room or another. He no longer shut him out when he went 
to bed. A few times he let him stop completely through 
neglect. But the hands transfixed at one unchanging hour 
made him feel uneasy. He always hastened to renew Tock’s 
life again. 

By degrees, he realized, he had transferred his working 
life almost entirely to night; only in this natural darkness, 
with natural lamplight at a natural time, could he accomplish 
anything. Mornings he rose late, eating a combined break- 
fast-luncheon. Afternoons he walked in the park, or some- 
times through unfamiliar streets. 

One afternoon when he returned to the house he found 
a letter in a thin envelope for him on the floor, a little 
distance from the letter slot. He was surprised. He had 
stopped writing letters to his friends, sending out now and 
again a batch of postcards saying that he was very busy and 
the weather unspeakable. Occasionally he received postcards 
in reply. They were very busy also, but sent their love. He 
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uld no longer clearly visualize his friends. They were 
emote, in another country beyond another shore. He 
= of them, when he thought of them, with the 
detached grief one feels for beings dead whose forms and 
faces have dissolved in memory. Yet they were never wholly 
forgotten. Some radiance persisted at the outmost border of 
this present world. 

i He picked up the thin envelope now, turning it over 
for some identifying mark, with incredulity rather than 
interest. Inside was a short note, signed with the distinguished 
mame to which the last of his letters of introduction had 
been addressed. The note explained that the writer had been 
travelling in other lands for several months; he had returned 
only recently. It extended an invitation to call, naming a 
time and date. 

He did not want to go, once he had mailed an acceptance. 
The few words of this unexpected letter shook to quicksands 
the blurred landscape of his days. He felt a churning, violent 
necessity to speak, and to be answered. But by now he was 
afraid to speak. 

Yet at the right evening he boarded the right bus. As 
always, the bright interior illumination plunged him into 
unreality. He sat in dazed relief, grateful for this suspension 
of being. At the right time he stood before the door, Rain 
was falling, cold and steady, cutting the winter dusk. The 
few people in the street scudded along with shoulders bent. 

This was a secluded neighborhood; the sound of traffic 
came only as a distant implication; street lamps shone at 
intervals between the pavement trees, forming a little nim- 
bus of light within the rain. 

He rang the bell. In the confusion of greeting, of remov- 
ing and putting away his coat, he was more conscious of the 
cold rain on his face than of his host. Entering a room, he 
was introduced to three or four figures who stood about hold- 
ing little glasses. Soon he held a glass himself. Presently 
they were all sitting in chairs, ranged in an irregular half- 
circle before an electric fire. This was evidently a formal 
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reception room, pleasantly lighted, yet a little barren. Mil 
colored prints in even rows decorated the pale walls; a los 
table under a window held neat piles of magazines 
books, balanced at one end by a tray containing a litti 
fleet of extra glasses and two or three tall bottles with orn: 
mental necks. In one corner, inconspicuously placed, h 
a stylized portrait of their host. 

No one in the room had been known to any oth 
before this meeting. Their host was active, refilling glasse 
mentioning names, offering cigarettes, making relationship 
between details of circumstance, their own and his, whict 
had no relationship, agile, swift, attentive, witty; yet som 
how by his very deftness creating the meaningless instea: 
of the meaningful. This was clearly a role which ne coul. 
play without reference to text or context, not quite borim 
to him — the execution was too smooth — but certaini 
no longer fresh. | 

He sat beside a shapeless man in a shapeless suit, 
little distance from his host, holding his glass within bot 
hands. His eyes ached painfully; the civil clatter abow 
him mingled with the alcohol to filter haze over his min 
His host’s face, animated, worldly, brilliant, was becomin 
vague; the other faces had dimmed out to pallid disks. HI 
wanted desperately to leave; but he could find no opening 
in this silken mesh of courtesy at which he could break away 

Suddenly a telephone bell sounded in another roo 
Their host paused; his fingertips just perceptibly contracted 
he hesitated, weighed the moment, smiled swiftly around thw 
semi-circle with a word of excuse, and left. For a moment 
they looked at one another in doubt. Then in the crisscross 
of scattered talk that followed it became evident that it was 
anyway time for them to go. When their host returned they 
were all poised, standing, ready to say good night. 

He was among the last of the little group to leave. As 
he stood before his host, under steady lamplight falling from 
above, for the first time he could see the lines of age in the 
changeful face, formed by pain and forming now a shiel 
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lagainst the recurrence of pain; the eyes, drawn with the 
‚distension of the near-sighted, looked fatigued. 

« Good night », his host said. « It’s been very nice ». 

He separated from the other guests as they left the door- 
sway, blindly taking an opposite direction. He walked along 
the hollow street, hearing his own footsteps fall. Rows of 
‘softened houses edged the pavement, with curtains drawn; 
¡the dark branches of city trees bent and creaked. It was not 
¡reasonable to think more could have been given than had 
¡been given; they were all strangers, assembled in this room 
‘by accident; their host was naturally busy, preoccupied with 
his own necessities. All in all, he had been very kind. Now 


and again as he walked an image flashed alive: his own 
hands circling the little glass, the ornamental necks of the 
tall bottles, his host’s unseeing puzzled eyes. 

He realized, after a while, that he did not know where 
he was. He stopped to light a cigarette, scratching damp 
matches as he looked about uncertainly. The rain no longer 
fell now; the air was drenched with water-laden mist. Blurr- 
ing towards him he heard steps and voices. Two girls and a 
young man emerged. The young man glanced at him in 
passing, continued for a few steps, then turned back. 

«Here you are», he said; he snapped open his lighter; 
the tiny flame darted up. 

« Got it? » the young man asked. 

He thanked him. The young man moved io join his 
friends, who had strolled ahead, then turned again irreso- 
lutely. 

« Bus stops are down below, on the avenue», he said. 
«Nothing much back there. Unless of course you're going 
through to somewhere ». 

He thanked him again as the young man, still seeming 
to linger began to walk away. 

« Well... good night », the young man said. 

Some time after this evening he dreamed again. In this 
dream he stood before the window in his living room hold- 
ing a letter in his hands. The letter was not written on paper; 
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it was incised on a thin oblong of ivory. He did not know 
whether he had written the message it contained, or whether: 
someone had written it to him. It was necessary to find outi 
what it said. He strained to read the words; but the dim: 
light illumined only broken swirls and loops, swift glinting: 
intermittent marks that could convey no sense. A tightening; 
anxiety clamped down upon his brain. He strove and strug-- 
gled, pressing up against the window, which was banked solid! 
with grey light. He held the tablet obliquely, turned to right,. 
to left, upside down, over, right side up again, twisting itt 
faster and faster. The smooth bland ivory surface was: 
maddening. The anxiety clamped tighter; the flutter of! 
desperation in his chest expanded to beating wings. He: 
began to choke; tears rolled from his eyes. He whirled the: 
tablet madly; teardrops running from his face blurred what: 
marks he could discern. The frenzied wings beat harder; 
his breath came in terrible gasps; a wrenching pressure : 
scorched his throat. With a yell he flung the tablet from. 
him and leaped up in bed awake. 

He did not go out the following afternoon. He sat before 
his writing table near the window, staring out into the dense 
mass of the sky, or down into the street at the great illumi- 
nated buses lumbering along; he did not uncover his type- 
writer or touch his notes. Time passed. Today the light was 
very strange, a thick insidious ocher, destroying the shape | 
of objects, seeping through the windowpane into the room. 
As he watched it began to alter, dispersing to a bleak mono- 
tone, hollow and unsuffused: a color and a texture which 
the senses must accept against their inclination, to which 
the eye must become accustomed, the flesh must submit; the 
ending, finally, of this unnnatural day. 
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THE GENTLE ENGINEER 


I 


Then, taking the bit of his blood between those molar 
Masses of nerve, his brain, thrashed from the sky 

An incipient energy, 

And trussed space into solar 
Configurations of all time, above all making, among all 
Cuboid or perpendicular planes or facets, all sorrows, all well. 


So to these tales 

The town stands up 
At intervals 

That cannot stop: 
And no room’s here 
For a root’s tip 

To stab one layer 

Of slate or concrete, 
No water to suck 

In the paved street: 
There is no way back. 
We, therefore, here 
Must search that dead 


Beginning, before 
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Roots raised a bud, 
Before the planets 
Sundered, the first 
Fall of the sun; 
When hot rain burst 
The intermediate 
Nothingness 

To mineral seed 
That fostered us. 


Before that we were lost, because then made 
Out of a lack, even of atmosphere, 
From a dissection of zero 
Planted and pieced, perfected. 
Yet the stallion stampeding into direction through all that 
is never continues, leaving 
Us daily less lost, more perilously absent, less neighbour to 
nil and more grieving. 


I do not know the gods. 

I did not reap gold corn 
With Ceres, nor with Herod 
Suffer infection long. 
Krishna was absent from 
Those battlefields where I 
Saw men and screaming women 
Die and die and die. 

Even in dreamy fictions 
Visiting angels never 

Gave explicit directions 

On where lay my law-giver. 
Now in this city here 
Limousine wheels revolve. 
An aeroplane is astir. 

War is a safety valve. 

A lady shares my settee. 
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Pm liked by good-humoured snobs. 
A policeman prowls his beat. 
Smooth women guard small cribs. 
A drunken scientist nods. 

The poor die and the rich. 

I do not know the gods. 

Here there is merely much. 


, who've begun to lose my life already, 


I had begun at that first sundering 
Of nebulae to starlings) 
Might one day drop these tidy 
Trammels off, and coffin make a cockpit of all nowhere, 
might 
ose life to what no life yet has to die, and so keep godly 
state. 


The adaptation, perhaps, is new, 

But the old wish still drags after traces 

Of blood at daybreak, the huntsman’s halloo 
Still sounds, his leathery hound still races. 
Busily we are scaffoldings 

Gauntly and gracefully inset where 

The planetary desert rings 

With hammer and song and the rivetting fire 
That yet may let us be taken doun 

To unveil unpeopled our quiet construction. 
So I make hope of bricks, and grin 

Past atoms at my skeleton. 

Yet with my sensible elbow, I 

Can feel the heated crowds, their kind 
Peripheral anxiety 

Prodding, perplexing, heavy, blind. 

O woman walking with your child 

Past the placard about eternal life! 

O gentleman long-since grown bald 
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With keeping wolf and werewolf off! 
O child, you cry in your warm bed 
What would you do if as you spoke 
Death’s intricate abacadabra made 
Your mattress fossiliferous rock! 


Immediate masses interpose between 
Our origin and end, and no roots tip 
Can pierce that dark for vapour, 
Condensing grains of stone. 
We, who are further from zero than flowers, gapped up andi 
off from that first dead 
Beginning, nestle away from it and draw nearer to one: 
another’s warm side. 


Yet it was we built mountains into gods. 

The curriculum of creation invented by 

Our earnest ancestors, fits elsewhere facts 

Will not be sat on. Here this city gently 

Makes ghosts of them, and offices marry us 

Away from the appalling intimacy 

Lonely ones hold with what they heard of. O when 
Will Genesis, that chill song scantily 

Muffled for love or the nunnery, once more cling 

To the naked charmed imagination of 

The most of us. Nearer that neighbour than 

Woman or man can come, which made nought noun 
And, without pedigree, begot and gave birth 

To all that time contains but cannot comfort. 
Houses take turns to hide us from the clouds, 
Women from lightning, but their sheltering weakness 
Does not enchant the intruder off. Look, 

Where the town stands up, cheerful postcards encircle 
Grief the poor ghost, industrious schedules dig 

A superstitiously obstinate wall against 

The winter. Death like the seed of ebony 
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Comes from strange parts. But in the conscious heart 
Lives on a wayfarer towards the other end 

Who with hard footsteps and hoarse voice can leave 
A genial blessing that is no reprieve. 


II 


Light changes. Standing on a sidewalk 

I, under stars, an orrery, feel 

Cold winter swarm possessively towards me or 
Hear from my bleak position its sound. 
Roots crystallise. Their cell walls shrivel. 


Hear too, a remote insinuation on wheels, 
The deed, the speed, the fruit of metal, 
One car that whispers gently by 

To leave the snow that locks about my feet. 


This is a street and that the moon 

On its high stool knock-kneed 

In oblong petticoats; a sheet of light 

Let to drape over me as round a nerve 

Is white fat tightly closing. 

Overhead the blackboard in the sky is grey. 


I, in an ignorance equal to 
Each solitary potential’s moving 
From the periphery inwards 
Towards the brain, I carry 
Messages that I cannot 
Understand or ammend. 


Snow only and no stars is what I see. 
I hear a motor’s snort. 


And what I smell is dried-up ice. 
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I taste the nicotine in my own saliva. 

Nothing moves for me to touch 

On this hooped tightrope that is world but I. 

So touch and taste me, see, smell, hear me, world, 
That we may know each other and be known. 


Light sags beneath the invisible stars. Clouds drag 
Like driftnets, ready, heavy to haul, low clouds 
Entangled in tall spires. The snow banks up, 
A slippery furnace. Well, readily, I 

Will go, if I must, across the sleek and snoring 
Automobile-driven, I don’t know who it's by, 
Makes snow sulk over us, a purse of ice. 


Maybe too I will still, if the white fall 


Accumulates to become 
My dream in telegram, 


Take roads on broadly as a way of knocking 
Lights up in a quick, perhaps splendid, moment 
Doorbells can bring us from inquisitive boys. 
But, as it is, and the distances make little 

Of all my haste, I move alone in this street 
And meeting no-one, trouble none. 


At this time, however, and as I move, my eyes 
Pick bones from houses and crush skeletons 

Up in round tears and flat glances, fragmentary 
Molars of an imagination. Polish me bright 
Earth, mother, kieselguhr! 

Polish my eyes, you scraps of a planet! 
Winterly and essentially you are 

An awkward spread of 

Rockwork, roadwork, paintwork, work and 
Distances where my always autumnal 

Traffic can cross: stuffed schedules frozen into wax 
Melt down to fruit; they drop; they rot. 
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Whatever moves moves towards its end to end 
Meeting its own newcomer from the cold. 

I cannot move towards where but whither from. 
And that perhaps is why herein I remember 
The stale odour of summer, 

Dancehalls where men, the capillaries of event, 
Small people in lipstick or 

Lounge suits swell beneath 

A saxophone’s blue shudder. 

Yes, that is why I pass 

Places peripheral 

To the capital. 

Silence is central. Operations deploy 

A continual person I am 

About and against his own best calm. 

I tether geese to these walls. 

Contra barbaros ducent 

Handbills, handouts, 

Toothpaste, resurrection, 

Only, all only, today 

Pursued with the vigour of spring. 

I cannot see it but I look at what. 

If she could live that lady would be blind 
(Who is my love, who has my love), 

She whom I build from eyes 

At every angle of head and body, 

She whom I would, who would herself, see clearly 
Past barrier and distraction 

The quick of existence. 

I convict her, a crystallising witch, 

Of sackcloth and ashes out of her worms. 

She is not there who does not therefore, 

And only a corpse lies nakedly still while we watch it. 
It is her bones that powder with my glances, 
As I move down this street that cannot move. 
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Toppling I talk my projection sidling away from 
Streetlamp to streetlamp. Like towards negative 
An impulse in a nerve moves on a brain 

I tackle my pattern to this stone street. 

It does not move. My shadow vanishes. 

Another action blurs those images. 

And I move on, a little distance instructing 

My shape on the sidewalk behind me 

‘Here you are simple. Here you can be forgotten. 
Yet somewhere I know that spaces are interdependent.. 
Dimensions do not die. 


The schoolma’am moon, 

A spinster with parched breasts, 

A swollen blackboard and a countless sum, 
Haul me up straight on guy-rope lights: 
Or else, unsteadily, 

The outline of a head 

Will rock over phenomena 

And burn its lesson on stone. 

I will not hence who will not henceforth. 


Then at this point of continuous passage I learn 
How action, the plausible vagrant, 

Will not be stopping tonight, 

Will not be stopping. 

I see men sliced into hands. 

They are locked in a purse of ice 

And their disembodied activities 

Roam in a noose or whirl 

Winds against cauterised walls. 

For when I move, the distance moves beside me. 
The distance moves, the separation stays. 

I am in this street. I move on the capital. 

But though they lead these streetlamps cannot follow, 
And though I move I cannot stay behind, 
Perpetual as they would seem to be. 
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The fat man Space and his thin brother Time 
Travel in my compartment, and I know 

The cards are stacked against me. I will lose 
An eternal soul to those continual thieves. 


The roots go down that they may up again. 
I am in this street. I move on the capital. 


Polish my body with sandstone fretting, and with 

Arrows fermenting from 

Windows onlooking 

A glance in love of this night, 

Make it serene to consummate torture and 

Remember the sun, 

The mincing sound of water 

With waterhens in the evening of moods once my own. 

Hurdling synapse, that memory makes translation 

By difficult language inform 

And evolve itself into 

The signal I see in the smile of a strange young 
moment. 

Not action, but reaction, wisely then. 

Remember the sun as it was, 

Back in the summerlight. 

This street of stones reacts to that memory. 

The moon casts down flat brilliance. 

Arid turbulence falls apart 

And a belligerent mass 

Of the silence in this street 

Intrudes with its clean perspective 

Over me, 

That through me, by ecdysis, 

In dropping of masks, 

As dropped off leaves, 

The skin come clean away, 

The five roots of the tree of knowledge vanished into 
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An ultimate focus, 
There may be sympathy and my acceptance, 
Loving this gaunt good street of stones like sunligh 


Let me, as orrery, be lightened towards 

The insinuation of eyes that have seen shoals 
Of the resurrected into tranquillity moving 
Towards destinations that they carry on. 
Polish my speech. Polish my words, you winds, 
You undulations of sorrow, O scrawny street, 
You bricked-up chimneys, abrupt clangs of a tram, 
Teach me to speak, you exact observations. 


Moving out down away far towards 

Whatever capital you lead me to, PU carry 

As the thin nerve-cell to the brain and sinews 
What you make into me of your own nature. 


Long fingers of light, or is it 

Chalk? powdering up before me, as the moon 
Scribbles her giant handwriting across 

Roofs and the dark grey sky, 

Open my insight to 

The elements of direction. 


To move, yes, never away but always towards, 
That is my destination. 

Distance unravels within me. My taste buds surprise 
Odorous sauces wrapt in the tang of a snowflake, 
A curt rough brittle snowflake. 

A gentle contagion alternating 

Upwards through barriers energies spin 
Correctly around the prisms, pinacoids, domes, 
Each of its crystal facets, and around 

The liquid walls, dissolving roofs and rafters 

I am made up of, by strange architecture, 
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Infects us both, this crystal and myself, 

With all the history existence has. 

Immense intrigues embroider this instant with 
The reactions of eras; pterodactyls lumber: 


+ Ancient limpets are embossed in rock: 


An oceanic sludge creeps into life: 
The principals of matter find each other: 
This flake and I converge from all beginnings. 


I move across. I am made up upon 

At every instant by a ton of bricks, 

Cement and polished sandstone, granite blocks. 
And fossils spun from powdery chalkmarks burn 
Beneath my eyelids in the cold white night. 

It is my own blood nips at every pore 

And I myself the calcified treadmark of 

Process towards me: 

All of a million delicate engines whisper 

Warm now, to go now 

Through dragnets of tunnels forwards as my life. 
I carry that which I am carried by. 


It is this street at last has rubbed the layers, 

Those static concretions of eyes, an observer's, 

And wrinkles flattened, the mock objectivity, 

So that I meet in my least, impoverished impulse 
Enormous autonomies I come to dread, 

And then accept as each involves away 

Uncounted interdependencies in space: 

And in my roots like sweet quick sap 

Knowledge comes up through capillaries of reaction 
And I know not what it was not I knew. 


Eyes slacken. Words go down. 
My seven senses yawn. 
An old man, tardily 
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Past need of them, I 
Am the skulking ground of tarsus, foot, hoof, wingtip, 
And dinosaurs with cobbled heads, their legs, 


Crawl out about me to become my witness. 


It is like death to lose thus the dear body. 

It lies, a tangle of insidious knowledge 

Across this traffic course. 

I knew a girl, and with her warm wet mouth 
She kissed a corpse awake, 

And when the corpse with open lips assented 
And hard hands held her and 

Her head went back, her head went blank. She loved. 
She has a house of level grass and is 

A lesson on geography, unlearnt. 

And that is death and that is what comes down 


At every turn from stones I move among. 


For I no longer know who moves nor why 
More than my nerves know what they tell my eye. 


This is a street and that the moon 
But I do not know how nor when. 


A maze of energies, dextrously from a dozen 
Planes, planets and pinacoids swivel at once. 
I carry on, but what I carry is 

All these to where I do not know they take. 
Distances whisper like a sleek motor car 
High out ahead of me, and will not stop, 
Will not stay steady till they are attained. 
No action is possible. Only reaction permits 
Untidy wisps of direction to float out. 


An impulse in an enormous 
Structure of round white light 
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I spin off through it at 

The touch of rock, the touch 
Of this street, against and over 
And off through it towards... 


The moon watches, 
Peppery, livid. 

And action will not 
Be stopping tonight. 
Action will 

Be going on. 
Action will never 
Come to rest 

Nor ever be mine 
By my own act. 
The centuries go on beneath my breath. 


The moon shivers as her bare white arms 

Dangle uncertainly down between gables. 

I cross the road, quietly underneath, 

Towards the warm width of a wall in the cold night. 
Lights waver off on either side. My shadow 

Bites the black asphalt from its sleeve of snow. 


III 


‘Hello! Hello!... What’s that? Of course it’s me. 

I got your telegram, and really I 

Just don’t know what you hope that I will say... 
What’s that? Don’t say it then?... But Mary, Mary, 
I must get this across. I must sincerely 

Try to get over to you that he’s why 

Pd sooner shoot myself than have you marry... 

It’s not myself... It isn’t isn’t me 

I’m looking after but I know what you... 
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Its absolute spring madness. Why not try 

Pretending you've lost money. Pll guarantee 

If you were broke you'd see him wince away... 

I don’t care what the weather’s like. I know 

About him. Don’t put me off... O darling why 

Pretend to happiness? You know I know... 

Shut up! Shut up! Can anything I do 

Ever get through your silly skull that he 

Breathes up and laughs and coughs dishonesty, 

Fat splayed cupidity, a walking lie, 

Dumb cluck, a deadpon scrounger, any way 

You find him out in... Hello... ‘Hello... 
Goodbye...’ 


‘yr 


Who then are you 

I hazzard after? 

Are you my love 

‘Who have my love? 

I cannot yet decipher you nor disprove. 


Where do you lie 

And what between 

Us launches this arrogant 

Atmosphere 

Through which you penetrate like a pointed prayer? 


I come to you 

Across across, 

I come to you 

And will be seen 

Though five ambiguous senses blaze between. 


274 


e “ad rit: DA DAS D A 2 | è 
, +2 
A L x 


= 


THE: GENTLE ENGINEER 


Just as the sun 

Goes up and down 

I come to you 

Continually 

Whether I circumambulate or climb hist 


I move, I move. 

I do not know 

Where to nor why . 

Nor how except 

That you are ahead of where my last step slept. 


This wooden table 
And this blue pen, 
Tarmac, macadam 
And turnstile are 
. On which your treadmarks glitter like a scar. 


Waysiding with 

Fellows and fools, 

Or sidetracked by 

Intelligence, 

I come to you. I come through my ignorance. 


In Arctic seas 

Slack waters push 

My path aside, 

Yet I move through 

Waves from far underwater and come to you. 


My toe-tip on 
A stiff aréte 
Topples a stone, 
And as it falls 


. An echo of it murmurs. To you it calls. 
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A prison may 
Cloister that noise, 

Round four lean walls 
Its echo grope, 
But you, its audience, always interlope. 


Down roads that I 
Did not prefer, FA Agar ai 
Through rooms I hate, | 

Past doors I close, 

I come to you for sustenance and repose. 


My shadow swivels 
Drunk and remorseful 

Into the night 

Against the kerb. | 

You are its nurse and you soothe it like an herb. 


When I am divided 

Into my last 

Small share in the world 

I have come through, 

I would be broken like bread and come to you. . 


I come to you 
Across across, 
Across the street, 
Across the years, 


ee ee 


Come closer each breath as each breath disappear 


— (ur ii 


Along the edge 
O} oceans and the ko | 
Along the hedge’s zal | 
Decorous side è Redi ‘i 
I walk away out towards you and you abide. 


276 


5) 


THE GENTLE ENGINEER 


Elusive and 

Yet constant to 

Constant pursuit; 

To you, my remote 

Last love, all my love that lasts, I must devote. 


I cannot see 

Smiles in another, 

And every tear 

I brush aside 

: I find you hidden within it like a bride. 


Were you stargazing, 

A shy ripple, 

Facing the sky 

You reconcile, 

Pd come to you in disguise as your own smile. 


Or were you moved 

Against the mean 

Earth we are made of, 

Pd be the hand 

You hilted anger with and your reprimand. 


For where I go 

It is I am carried 

And the why of it all 

Is you understand, 

You my direction till you become my end. 


Gently you make 

Me move away 

From whom I am 

I was I will 

Become, and gently return what I fulfil. 
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An obscure construction, 
My final title, 
Made to move 
And carry the years 
By law of you, a motley of engineers. 


Yes, gently you, 

My destination 

Describe and limit 

My life of loving u 

And listen as I come through the noise of moving 


I come to you 
Across this painful 
Noise of my journey 
Without a wreath. 
. I bear no grudge nor cargo. I carry death. 


You will surprise 

Me at the last. 

We two will meet 

Where no sun warms, 

I, murderer with my body in my.t arms, 


And you with me 

As I at last 

With you, alive 

Past apprehension, 

The dizzy annunciation, | the slackening tension, 


June 1951-May 1952 


EUGENE WALTER 


IN THE ORCHARD 
(Episode from FOOLSCAP, a Novella) 


For Edith and Edwin 


When they stepped from Beauford’s car and slammed 


the doors, the sound frightened some bluejays who flew into 


a pecan tree and sat there talking against the intruders in 
an irritated manner, But not for long. The day was too fine 
to admit any outcry or complaint — a blue sky harbored 
some puffy clouds and the silliest of breezes bearing the 
smell of the salt sea — so after a moment the jays flew down 
again to the tangled thicket of Cherokee rose and blackberry 
which had claimed the fence, even in places obliterated it. 
| The visitors were three: a young girl with a merry poin- 
ted face, dressed’ in a plain cotton frock and expensive white 
gloves; a pale woman of fortyish with black eyes, dressed 
as though to represent Anonymous; and a tall leonine boy 
whose shaggy black hair had once been described as a fit 
home for elves and dormice. He tenderly held a battered 
leather journal, in a manner suggesting the all-night reader 
and true bibliophile. 
They stared at the house — huge, lackadaisical, encrusted 
with alcoves and balconies, garnished with jigsaw fantasies 
and half-covered with wisteria and coral vine. The edifice 
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had a tenuous and uncertain air, seemed to contemplate the: 
possibility of soaring into flight like a crazy flying-ship, if itt 
could be disentangled of its burdens of greenery. Looped andl 
curled in space like a primer of the Baroque, the coral vine: 
burned with color. The house hinted at having once beenr 
painted a dashing yellow, but now showed green age and! 
grayweathered wood. 

« Like a stage setting! » said Miss Mennin. 

« Mmmm... », mused Imogen, smiling. 

« Looks deserted, or dead », added Beauford. 

They stood as if magicked, in spite of the breeze dousing | 
them with freshness to encourage movement, even dance. 

«Do you think she’s here? » asked Imogen. 

« O, she must be », Beauford answered. 

«Let's dont stay too long; I’m hungry», said Miss 
Mennin in her mild voice. 

«Me, too», agreed Imogen, «It’s the air». She had 
torn off her gloves and was plopping blackberries in her 
mouth, purpling her lips. 

« Well, stop stealing from the jaybirds and come on», 
growled Beauford, and opened the gate, setting up a great 
clanking and ringing from the cowbell and bits of hardware 
fastened to the gatespring. They stepped into the overgrown 
yard, knee-high with fringey grasses and field flowers. A 
cast-iron ibis mooning amidst some cast-iron arrowleaves 
showed where once a fountain had played, long since dry 
and full of leaves. 

« Ruellia », commented Miss Mennin, pointing at small 
blue flowers. « Country cousin of the acanthus ». 

« Another world », smiled Imogen. « Just another world ». 

« Here comes somebody », shrilled Miss Mennin. A proud 
negro man was coming around the corner of the house. Only 
his rheumy eyes and a certain delicacy- in placing his foot 
revealed his exceptional age. 

..«How-do », he said, with a courtly smile. ‘i 
‘How d’ye do», they all murmured, then Beauford 
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poke: « We ve come hoping to see Mrs. Carly de: Banfield. 
| hope she's home ». 

«O, yas», the old man replied, « She's to home. She 
never take herself out anymore a-tall. Miz Carly. set herself 
o read all the books in the world ». 

«Well! » laughed Imogen meaningfully as a jibe at 
Beauford’s well-known bibliomania. « I can certainly see 
that’d keep her from socializing. But we wont take her time. 
We just want to speak to her for a few minutes ». 

i «Why, shore, shore », the old man said. «She back 
here, and she-ull be tickled to see yawl», and he motioned 
them to follow, They did, were brought under a crumbling 
porte-cochére, past many tall windows to a half-wild pear 
orchard behind the house. Under the fat pillow-y clumps 
of foliage hung with sand-colored pears, the black trunks 
seemed to march drunkenly on to infinity. Hedges and 
shrubberies edged the wide orchard, shutting the outer world 
away. 

In the center of this richness sat the Sibyl herself at a 
rustic table made of tree-boughs, creaking now with the 
weight of books and tablets arranged as though dis-arranged. 
Yes, Mrs. Carly de Banfield as ever was, ageless in lilac-swiss 
flounces and stringless tennis shoes, chip-diamonds in her ears. 
On her head, perhaps aping Minerva’s helmet, was insecurely 
piled a great dome of white hair, stuck with tortoise hairpins. 
Deep in a book, she seemed not to hear, then looked up 
suddenly and fixed them with a stare, closed the book 
ponderously as if it were the Book of Life and she had just 
erased a dozen names. Laughter had etched on her face a 
complex map of joy, furrows and gullies to hastily drain off 
any sorrow which might appear in her brown eyes. 

But what delayed the polite greeting of her guests was 
the fineness of her honey-colored skin which revealed no 
great age, though they knew she had passed seventy; and the 
fact that on her upper lip she sported a delicate’ white 
mustache, maybe twenty or so white hairs, brilliantly distinct 
against her tanned face. 
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Surrounding her, almost humanly attentive, were chairs: 


dining room chairs, even a rusted metal-tubing mode 
hopelessly out of place here. 

« Never see a Bearded Lady? » she demanded delightedly 
of their silence, then in a gracious gesture indicated the chairsé 
« Please sit down ». 

« Mrs. de Banfield —» began Beauford. 

« Mrs. Carly sounds better », she interrupted. 

« Yes’m... well, I’m Beauford Branwell... I think you 
know my Father... » 

« Know you too », she broke in. « Knew you when yout 
were an awful bad little ole boy at Miss Minnie Duval’s ». 

Imogen and Miss Mennin both had to laugh at this affront 
to Beauford’s dignity. 

«And who are these young ladies?» she demanded of 


| 


Beauford, before he could catch his breath. 


« This is Miss Mennin, and Miss Runciman ». 

« Mennin? Mennin? I dont think that’s an Alabama 
name ». 

«Oh, no, I’m from West Virginia ». 

« But you, you must be one of Nannie Lee Moten’s sol 
I remember when she married Alex Runciman. Better, I 
remember the engagement party. I was there. Everybody 
was there, And more lighted candles than you could shake 
a stick at. O, it was beautiful, Which sister are you? » 

«She's told me about it; it must of been. Well, I’m 
Imogen ». 

« You have two sisters; and one is named for my good 
friend, Miss Ninetta Fifield, whose name suggests stuttering. 
What's the other? » 

«Named Annaliese, for Mama ». 

«That's right. I forgot. Imogen, Netta, and Annaliese 
— well, she could have done worse. Thank God, no Mary 


this, or Mary that. I swear I would have sent you home. I 
loathe the commonplace ». 
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| «What was your name », asked Beauford, « before you 
married Mr. Carl de Banfield? » 

« Not common, but not especially pretty either; Lettice 
Hannaford. As a child, I yearned for Reba and Charlotte, 
but after Maeterlinck appeared, I thought only of Mélisande - 
and Monna Vanna ». | 

«L. H.! L. H.! » cried Imogen to Beauford, « Mrs. Carly 
is L, H. in the Journal! » 

His eyes lit up. « Oh, of course! the Journal is before 
she married Mr. de Banfıeld ». 

« Poor old Carly », mused the old lady. «I sometimes 
forget what his face was like, and have to totter into the 
parlor to the picture album. Though of course it’s Lettice 
who died, too, and I am a living amalgam, a ghost of the 
happy pair. My mustache proves it». 


« Mrs. Carly, we have a question to ask you», began 
Beauford. 

« Ha, ha, you’re going to ask why I don’t shave it off », 
she said. 

« L. H. was married at Bladen Springs », Miss Mennin 
reminded her companions, which set off questions rattling 
like strings of firecrackers in Imogen’s mind and Beauford’s, 
but Mrs. Carly kept on. 

« Ah... Bladen Springs... of course poor pretty dumb L. 
H. was married there. Confederate jessamine everywhere, 
people call it star jessamine now, there’re always fools in the 
world, yes ma’am! O, and fiddlers, a flute-player from Demo- : 
polis, and tables Jaid out with rich rich rich rich food, ham 
in a thousand ways, a thousand kinds of devilled eggs, wine 
cooled in the Springs, and punchbowls scooped out of 
watermelons and edged with scuppernong leaves. O, the 
world needs parties, and always will! » 

« Did you know anyone there whose initials were N. D.? » 
asked Imogen. 

«Doubtless! But I had more than initials. You should 
have seen my drawers! I found some in the attic a month 
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ago. I wont tell their most prepossessing feature, but over 
the left knee of each pair, above the eyeletting, was my name 


‘in white cotton — white on white — spelt out in a delicate 


ladylike italic ». 
They all smiled, then Imogen put in quickly: « Do you 
happen to remember a May-day party at Bladen Springs; 


‘ where some young girl from Citronelle was crowned May; 


Queen, and somebody recited verses for the ceremony? We'd 
love to know who recited the verses. You see, we have this: 
Journal kept by somebody who was there, and — ». 

‘« 0 everybody made verses in those days. One had to: 
either ride well or make good verses. Or simply be beautiful, 
whether male or female. One of these three was expected.. 


"You should see my scrapbooks ». 


«I thought maybe you'd remember... » 

« Fiddlesticks! I remember Carly’s childhood and youth: 
better than my own, cause when he died, I lived his life 
over ». 

«I gathered... » began Beauford. 

« Rosebuds while you may, I hope. Not ideas, they 
should never be in bundles, that’s for field peas. Ideas should 
be separate and shiny, like ripe plums. By gathered I hope 
you dont mean you construed. Jolly Jesus! Strew rosebuds, 
after you've gathered them, but construe nothing; never 
assume, never take upon yourself, never conject. To construe 
is to send for ducks when swans are needed. O life should 
never be construed, for then it can never bloom starlike 
around us, unexpectedly as rain-lilies that pop up overnight 
in wet places. It’s what I’ve learned; I’ve learned a great 
deal, I learn every day. It’s a daily dose of disclosure keeps 
me alive, not food or drink, though of course with patience 
I worry my way through a little chicken and a glass of wine 
now and again. 

« 0, the outrageous mysteries that dance under our noses! 
A gavotte of elephants and gnats. But never construe... 

«I used to judge people by their faces, their gait, eyes, 
hands, their accent, their clothes, their manners, above all 
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their laughlines, smiles, laughter... but now I squinch my 
hlready squinchy eyes and measure them by their past and 
Future... a kind of borealis light that plays in the air around 
their heads... nimbus is a pretty word... » 

« Aureole, too », said Imogen, swept along in the Johns- 

own flood of talk. Mrs. Carly pretended. she heard ‘Oriole’ 
nd cried « My favorite bird! » and went on: 
« To construe is to categorize, and to do that is to accept 
mediocrity which I consider a besetting sin, like snobbery, 
which in, turn ranks next to murder. But to murder 
mediocrity is a virtue, perverse as philosophy must be, and 
that’s why I wear this mustache like a white pennoncel 
flapping in the breeze ». 

«It’s not that long!» exclaimed Miss Mennin, shocked 
by the image. 

« Sweetie », intoned Mrs, Carly, her eyes closed and her 
eyebrows raised. «I like to think of myself as Vitus Bering 
sailing the sea which bears his name, discovering his first 
walrus, who returning the glance, thinks he’s discovered his 
first mirror: I mean, a walrus mustache, which I'll have yet. 

« If I were much younger I’d wear elegant, black, men’s 
clothing, with dapper tight breeches and a pleated shirt. 
And wickedly pointed shiny black-patent-leathuh shoes. 
Maybe even smoke a.cheroot. This Pd do to give proper 
ladies a turn, but also because since I was fourteen I’ve 
wanted to cut a caper in men’s clothes. O, I could be a Wild 
Girl! You probably think I’m crazy but dear loves all, thank 
God or whoever that this is so, for then I'll prove the most 
yellow-spangly Penny Poppy show seen in these parts!» _ 

She paused and took a deep breath, gazing past them 
into the trees, but no one stirred save curls and wisps on 
her head, tugged by the breeze. 

«Up North», she went on meditatively, « madness is 
buried like a mandrake root and has to be dug up to either 
cream or sing while here, my dears, it just blossoms like 
the rose and sings like the junebug: the air its habitat. 
Healthy and thriving, thank you. Yes, we all are mad here, 
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and I live in sweet lunacy’s county seat. That's why Tv 
spent a lifetime carrying pencil-and-paper to prod Inspiration 
for a name at once incisive and obligatory, remote ane 
musical, to call this property... and never yet have set ili 
down. A vintage madness... O, I could name you names, bu 
you all know... but for a place-name what's it ever to be?! 
Noddinia or Feu-de-perle or maybe Nimbusand (for m 
theories) or named for the poets: Herrickel or such, The 
loveliest word in the French tongue is luciole. Well. Well 
see. Though of course it’s the seacoast of Illyria. “And what’ 
should I do in Illyria, my brother he is in Elysium?’ Why, 
what I’m doing here, now: burden the air! » 

She laughed, delighted with herself and her opinions, 
then lit a cigarette which she drew from a cardboard box: 
covered with braid and seashells. Imogen, noticing the vast! 
pencil collection — stubby, eraserless — saw that the paint 
had been nibbled off where usually was printed Number One 
or Number Two. 

« My attendant spirits, my maddies», she continued, 
pointing vaguely down the orchard, «and my masters of 
learning are down there. Soon youll hear them. The 
mysteries are enacted there, Eleusinian and otherwise. I’ve 
learned all the secrets of life and art from them. Did you 
ever think » — she looked into the eyes of her guests in turn, 
— «that a swarm of ten year old boys could prove such 
peers? » 

She paused to skirmish among her books and papers, 
seizing a paperbound catalogue of sculptures from the Louvre 
and riffling its pages. 

« There! » she cried, « Look! » 

They craned forward to study the picture indicated by 
her bony finger. It showed Eros sleeping, a slim beautiful 
boy of maybe fifteen years, wings half-closed behind him, 
bow held languidly, one foot trailing off the embankment 
or hummock where he rested. 

«Pve known this all my life», she said firmly, «and 
loved it for a lovely thing in stone, but now for me it breathes 
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air. Virgil, Theocritus, Herrick, Mozart have all come to me 
in the form of a swarm of little old naked ten-year-old boys 
| addling in my creek! The inane lovely secrets are to be 
learned from them. - 

. «O, such screaming and yelling, such whooping and 
whollering as you’ve never heard! Then I know they’re there 
and I walk close to the hedge down to the end of the orchard 
where there is an old fallingdown summerhouse. The last 
hurricane took the roof, but wisteria made a new one. I can 
go right in there and sit down, after I’ve assured myself 
there are no snakes. So I’m enthroned, with dirt-daubers 
and such pests to share my royal box, "They tell me the 
Lion and the Lizard keep, etc.’ Well, the spectacle is on. 
Such things as I’ve heard and such things as I’ve seen. 
You wouldnt believe! But I just sit there not knowing enough 
to laugh or cry. 

«I have to be careful not to wear white or they’d see 
me. I am therefore bright, solemn, and vestal in my spirit; 
but all faded, patched, all worldly, in my garb. Sometimes, 
even so, I think they know I’m there. You see, we are in 
love, they and me, 

« That is, I do indeed love them, as one may love the 
Poets and have tears sting the eyes and hang iu the lashes 
over the beauty of those lines that leap from the page. And 
if necessity or fatal need is a kind of love when its face 
is washed and its hair slicked down, then they love me. They 
need always to know I am in my orchard. I am a kind of 
mustached Ulrica and my house of course is haunted. 

«O, and we're such fakes. They come marauding in 
this orchard, stealing pears, frisking in the trees loud and 
sassy as jaybirds. Then I pull myself up tall, carrying a 
rough stick, waiting till twilight if possible, and hoping I 
seem a veritable Gorgon against my big ole house. If I have 
not seen them enter, they conjure me by crying imprecations 
or throwing pears on that metal-seat chair. I show myself, 
fierce and unsmiling, yet inwardly so full of tenderness I 
hink I may light up like a jack-o-lantern. I move slowly 
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down the orchard, the while they invent new insults an 
throw pears. They pretend to mock me, but their respect: 
is infinite. Many a time I’ve slipped up back of one of: 
them and seen him turn white and drop his booty when het 
realized I was there, Once I couldnt come outside for 
laughing: they all sat in a tree, yelling “Mrs. Carly is az 
hootlegger!’ at the top of their lungs, their sweet insult for: 
the day. So tell me, how can you explain any of this ati 
all, save to say it’s a love affair? 

« You see, you see...» she coughed and nodded her head! 
affirmatively, After her long outburst, neither Beauford, nor: 
Miss Mennin, looked up from whatever they stared at, 
charmed to silence. But Imogen shook herself and sat up: 
very straight, said, « Mrs. Carly, we have an old Journal here: 
with some fine poems in it; we thought you might could tell 
us the author, since you’re mentioned ». 

« Why », asked Mrs. Carly, « didnt you say so? I could 
have looked at it first thing, if we hadnt been talking so 
much ». 

Imogen took the battered volume and put it in the old 
lady’s hands. She opened the cover, and at that instant cries 
were heard down among the trees. 

« Listen! » shouted Mrs. Carly, banging the table for 
silence, though no one spoke. She narrowed -her eyes, staring 
against the light at the row of trees. But it was jaybirds 
crying, and she turned again to the Journal. While she studied 
the yellowed pages, a light wind crossed the tops of the fruit- 
trees and shuffled all the leaves. 

«O, yes», she said with a slow smile. «Yes, indeed. I 
know very well who wrote all this, but I wont tell; that is 
to say, 1 may not — no, not ever », 
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MOVED 


No more casting in or out and off, 

No more saying old or new; instead 
We'll dust the smiles that are discovered. 
All is distributed. 

Today for the first time 

We heard Mrs. Presterling revise 

A spontaneity 

And dropped our eyes. 


Last things close in upon us 

Like storm windows hung a week too soon. 
Between the mullions I stare out into 

The placid incubator where 

Other life, somehow, cares to move. 


To this address they will come, 

All the bad news of losses that must be. 

To this we desolate will come, 

Older, from our other homes. 

And I know whether it ever happens or not 

The devastating lightning-ring in Love-Walk trees; 

The spring freeze blasting the neighbor boughs, 

The woods grown deeper, and the light changed on the path; 
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The houses frailer and their parts drawn off in chains 
Behind a tractor, and the tractor back 

To lay the hillock where the windmill stood; 

Our gardens, their neglect not new, grown overfull, 
Pinks feeding thyme in the felicity of sun and shade; 
And Mrs. Presterling, sweet heartsbane still 

But gone drawn white and pinched, 

At our back door, holding a coat 

Together at her throat with long blue fingers; 

Rapidly and loudly: “My husband's fallen, 

And I think he’s dead.” 

She does not know whether to hurry, 

Or to stop on the path by the pitcher-bed. 


And we will languish idly in the yard-chairs. 
How strange the shadows of the chickens are! 
Because the sun is changing at this time, my dear; 
In an hour or so it will all be dark. 

And there will be the spot upon the table 

Where you or I set our last medicine glass, 

As if a clapperless glass bell 

Were covered by another, were covered by another, 
Covered by a larger, clear 


Glass bell. 


Will there not be liftings-up? 

Will there not be lazy breakfasts, with friends? © 
Will there be births in sunshiny gardens? 

Yes yes, but this is of ends. 
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NIGHT 


My ghost goes begging in the street, 
I sit and attend most courteously 


beneath the canopy of the café — Paris, 
of all the cities in the world most fair. 


There was a prince stole Helen away, 
Where does one go for love these days? 


My ghost, who has made the journey 
of the city’s long and glaring street, 


returns tonight and stands facing me, 
poor figure whom I am ashamed to be 


and would with all my life deny, 
measuring the seven feet of walk that lie 


between us, concrete, and the curb 
falling to the chasm where he burns 
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and to me cries — ‘Are you and I 
not halves? Pull me from the fire. 


Give me your hand’ I sit and watch him 
sink before my eyes until extinguished. 


At which instant there did rise 
a shining figure of gold, that by 


its burning had been so turned. 
‘It is IP I cried. But the world 


has eyes and sees a ghost who goes 
begging in the street for his lost human soul. 


A MADONNA 


We have seen you sitting 
amidst leaves of fire 

on a bench of gray stone. Then you were driven 
in by cold. ‘I look for an Indian summer, 
you whispered, with eyes already past that time 
to winter. When summer came, you sat it through, 
seeing nothing of the angel. 

Now snow descends. 


And she is at the window 

watching one black 
pigeon, charred reminder of the fiery season, 
searching for grapeseeds she picked from her lips 
and sowed about that bench where winter drifts 
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deep as her years. Oh burnéd dove, she prays, 
patience. But he flies 
from the endless snow. 


So turning her stonied head 
to the memory of summer, 

there is a meadow, a portrait, and the face- 
of a living child, her goddaughter. She thinks: 
when spring is come Pll have the girl done 
in a scene for my wall, before she too is gone. 
Lady, in heaven see 

your fields of waiting grain. 
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AUTUMN ROSE 


The rose sheds frozen tears — 


Sheds frozen tears 


Down flaccid petals, pallid, varicosed; 
The veins, macabre iron claws, 
Arthritic stranglehold on inner hope. 


The rose sheds frozen tears — 

Sheds frozen tears 

Into the crucible of molten pain. 
And murky cobwebs fog and screen 
The parturition of the breath of day. 


The rose sheds frozen tears — 
Sheds frozen tears 

Upon the rusty thorns of life; 
Spectral rosettes ephemeral, 

The pale reflection of a cosmic light. 


Rome, 1952 
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The middle years of the life of Seth Metzler were not 
positive, settled or in any way easy. One winter was passed 
n the mountains for the lungs were touched — a whole 
vinter of idleness when very little money could be spent. 
‘or weeks there was nothing to do but hunt and after that, 
leep with the heavy sleep of weariness, too deep for 
reaming. 

All summer Seth Metzler and his wife Tania had lived 
n a log cabin on the side of a lonely ravine far from other 
lwellings. It was pleasant for Tania to rest in the silence 
nd the heat of those echoing weeks. She was anxious to 
lave her husband get well but it left them poor, inactive, 
nd with a dull ache in the center of their days which they 
ould not name nor understand. They both had been brought 
ip in a town twenty miles off, situated between the ‘arms 
f a great river and they were really used to gaiety and ac- 
ivity. In October the stream which had been piped into their 
og-house froze in the first hard frost, and it was necessary 
o find a place in the center of the village. There were only a 
lozen houses there which were kept open all year; the 
thers had wooden shutters put up and the summer people 
vent away. Natives sitting on the sunny bench outside the 
mithy were only too anxious to tell of the months which 
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were coming, deep months, months of silence, of fierce winds 
of roads blocked with icy drifts when all the life center 
around the triangular ‘green’ which grew wider with storms 
Then, they said, the wine-glass elms would crackle above 
the houses, summer would be forgotten, wheels would b 
forgotten, people would go on snowshoes and only sleighs 
could get through. But all this was to be much later whem 
the real winter would set in. Seth expected a month of; 
gunning before that time. He liked to sit in the warm, thine 
air and talk of the wild creatures he hoped to kill. All thee 
men were fierce, sly and secretive about hunting. Whenever 
a deer was actually brought down there was a village cele» 
bration. The great head of the animal was tied on the top: 
of a car which was driven on the roads up and down; the: 
hunters were a little drunk and yelled to the smiling faces: 
looking out at them through the windows. Everyone could 
come to the feast where the meat was roasted at a great 
open-air fire near the brick walls of a torn-down kiln. The 
antlers were hung over the door of the hunter — the fantastic 
and beautiful antlers which had been the only weapon and 
yet the crown of the wild creature dashing in the break. 
Two or three deer were caught in a year, but of the small 
creatures any amount were taken. | 

Seth Metzler’s wife listened to the talk and she grew 
excited although traps, guns and limp, defenseless animals 
were foreign to her. She walked about the village or ran 
to her neighbors in the gusty autumn air and talked about 
pelts, numbers, even prices. All at once she was wise with 
the secrets of the track. The whole life of the woods fasci- 
nated her. She seemed bursting with those commonplaces 
known to the simplest country child. She was a pretty 
woman and everyone looked at her when she talked because 
her eyes were so full of expectancy; she had a pale, oval 
face, a broad underlip which gave her mouth an impish ex- 
pression and a low, square forehead on which the hair grew 
as thick as a wig. At night her husband stroked her beautiful 
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“warm, brown hair. As he sank his hands in the mass of it 
he thought of fur, of flesh that was not yet cold, and of 
that silent dark hour before daybreak when the wood stirs 
land the smallest scratching is heard among the leaves. « Ta- 
pnia », he would say in the night, « yesterday I found a track 
i here no one has ever been... ». He loved the secrets of the 
Horest or of the swamp; he became as cunning as nature. 
fc It runs down through a glen on the edge of the swamp and 
0 there are great round ‘pies’ there, hollowed out, the round 
inests of little creatures. Those ‘pies’ prove that the glen 
bhas never been hunted or they would be caved through in 
psome corner. It’s one of the wildest places. Yesterday it 
was gold in the sun... the leaves were falling... I wish I could 
i have taken you there... ». 


| She couldn’t walk so far. «How would I ever get 
i back? » she said. They talked a long time in the darkness. 


Ira and Marvin, two hunters, were going with Seth to 
| hunt deer. It was cold and icy in the woods now and Tania 
| got up at three o’clock to put together bread and meat in 
| great slices two inches thick. They were to be gone all day. 
| Tania went back to bed and slept until the sun was in the 
i sky. When she woke the fire in the little black pot-stove 
had gone out, and the thin shaft of sun was the only heat. 
It was warmer outside. She put on a cape and knocked on 
her neighbor’s door; the kitchen there had a brisk fire. Ger- 
trude was rubbing linen on a board and the starch was just 
boiling over. Tania flew to help; they lifted the iron kettle 
together, smiling through the steam, thick as milk. Because 
she wanted to stay, Tania rolled up her sleeves and began 
to walk around. She thought of her husband in the wood, 
of the sound of the gun, of the struggle and the cunning. 
Gertrude could see nothing in that. « Shucks, what's a deer, 
if they get it or if they don’t», she said with a sulky ex- 


pression. She was an easy-going woman. After her work she 
settled herself with a great sigh. Tania stayed until after- 
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country. They talked of fire, of water, of the bearing of chil-. 
dren, of mourning for the dead. When’ Gertrude went to: 
sleep inadvertently in her chair, Tania crept out of the house.. 
How lonely she was! She sat inside her own window and! 
watched. The ‘chipmunks hopped: on the long side. porch.. 
The giant spider was spinning a web in an angle. After itt 
grew dark and everything was silent she ‘thought she heard | 
a scratching on the boards outside, A little noise frightened! 
her. Yet all she saw was a skunk. « It's hungry », she said! 
to herself. She threw it a ham bone without making much 
noise fearing to disturb it, but it was instantly alarmed and! 
a quick stench arose. It must be quite near. Now she would | 
have something to tell her husband, and she felt she must: 
stay awake near the window and call to him not to come 
in by the porch, that there was a skunk under the floor. 
So in the night surrounded by little beasts, Tania waited... 
She thought, « Trees are felled... made into walls, it was 
called a house... yet a house like this was still part of the 
woods, leaves fell around it, timid feet hurried after the 
winds about = there was something alive and whispering in 
the eaves.. 

At ten o ne she heard a step on the rough stones of 
the path and a shout of huntsmen still loud as they were in 
the woods, She leaned out and called, « Seth, Seth, go around 
the back way ». 

« What? What’s the matter? » 

« There's a skunk ». 


‘He knew the tiny beasts terrified her. There she stood 
holding open the door. They both smiled. ‘There is something 
humorous in a skunk. «If you ever got that-on you!» and 
she began to breathe fast with excitement and a fearful ex- 
pectancy. 

They were both wide awake and stayed up half the 
night. Because they were in love with each other they seemed 
to have a year to recount instead of a day. 
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| à Seth hung up the hare, thé two partridges and the quail 
pra far corner. A close odor of fur and as of wet, green ferns 
Woread through the room. 


«We met a man in the woods », said Seth while he ate 
Juickly and wolfishly; the great, cool air seemed still to be 
lowing in his empty body. «We came upon his hut on the 
| Be of the Bteepest: climb, fifteen i from here ». Prop- 


_ «I sat a while with the man», said Seth, «while Mar- 
jan and Ira went to look at the trap. I wanted to know how 
ne came there and why he lived in that lonely place. There is 
lalways something in back of a life like that... He had been 
a farmer. He had some sort of an accident in his life... For 
twenty years he had provided, saved and replenished. His 
family grew up. At last he had only a daughter left, a child 
‚about ten years old, all the other children had gone away 
and he lived contentedly with his wife, her mother and the 
little girl. One summer between the planting and the harvest, 
when it grew very hot and there was not much to do in the 
afternoons, he proposed a trip to them. It had always been 
his dream to live by the sea for a few weeks. None of them 
had ever been near the ocean. It must be a queer slant to 
have heard of a great natural wonder like the ocean and 
never to have seen it... After a while the whole family rel- 
ished the idea. He told me how, when it was ‘hot, they im- 
agined to themselves what the wind rushing among the waves 
‘would be like, or how the sand would feel under their feet 
‘which were only used to stubble or the caked fields. He said 
that the grandmother couldn’t wait to get to the seaside town 
they had selected and she made all sorts of excuses to go 
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before the time set. She told them that the child was p 
that it was hotter than ever before, and that now was exa 
the time to go. So she took the child and went on ahe 
By the time the parents followed her in a week, the giù 
knew all the rocks, the jetties, and could climb into 
fishing dories which were pulled up on the sand. The sig 
of the water was a miracle to them. The old man says whes 
he closes his eyes he can gaze out on it yet, and its green 3 
better than the green of the woods... But he opens them sadl] 
enough, for he has another reason for remembering. A terri 
ble thing happened to them on that journey. One evenin; 
the grandmother came frantically to them sitting on som: 
wooden steps along the sand facing the water; the child hae 
jumped in a boat, an empty boat which had loosened from 
a rock, and was drifting beyond the sound of a voice. Som: 
fishermen, when they heard the noise, came around the du 
nes. It looked very simple to go out a short distance in tha 
calm water and tow in the boat. Nobody hurried because i 
was all so easy with no wind. At last the mother and fathe 
saw the fishermen pulling out steadily. It was a clear, trans 
lucent evening. The sky was colored with the same pale ligh 
as the sea. When they got to the child there was some com 
motion. One man jumped over into the boat and seemed t 
lay the child on his knees. She was dead. She fell limp] 
and the men could not fathom it at all. It bewildered them 
More people came and stood about the shore. A doctor came 
As soon as he saw his child actually dead the father bega 
to run up and down in a frenzy, fell, shouted, and knel 
in the water and beat the waves with his fists... I though 
when he told me about beating the waves », said Seth, « tha 
it was very natural and not the least strange or ludicrou 
— it’s just what we do every day when we beat our will 
and our infinitesimal wishes against forces greater than evel 
the earth — and the earth is really great and powerful. 
You understand me, Tania, you see what I mean? » Tani 
turned her deep eyes. « Here was something that a man coul 
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pe, the immense water which in some way had taken his 
hild, and in his frenzy he threw himself against that force, 
lle beat it with as much strength as he had... and of course 
# flowed back the next instant running in its own path 
ijithout a mark at all, nothing at all. 

_ «The doctor was curious. He wanted to perform an 
Qutopsy, but he was a country doctor and not very coura- 
ffeous. He had to put down a cause, so he wrote a Latin 
phrase which signified died of fear — for that’s what the 
shild died of. Out of sound of a voice, with only the deep 
Still water beneath her, fear had taken her... 


| 


| « They all went home. The tasks went on for a while 
In the same round, but the grandmother died of grief. One 
Hay the farmer ran off into the woods. He walked on and on 
into the deepest part. The silence, the security there attrac- 
ted him. He began to live like the animals, timid of sound. 
To this day he doesn’t know what became of his wife. He 
is far from where all these things happened. Perhaps it is 
itwo or three states away. He is old. He chatters ». 
| Tania thought of the child, of the tragedy that was 
Iso simple and so commonplace and with nothing heroic about 
it. She went and stood near her husband, knelt down and 
‘leaned on his knees, and the tenderness in her gesture made 
‘him divine her thoughts exactly. The meaning of suffering, 
ithe meaning of hope were engulfed for Tania; as the sea 
¡had spread out before the frenzied man time spread out 
¡before her. All the days she had to live with Seth were 
‘shrunken, almost defeated by their smallness and briefness. 
¡She felt all at once the same anger as the man on the shore. 
The next day she got up while it was still dark. Seth 
was going into the woods again. Ira came up to the house 
and Tania called through the window, « The back door, Ira, 
there’s a skunk under the porch! » And her laugh rang. The 
first streaks of dawn were on the gray barks of the trees. 
The hunters’ steps resounded. They walked straight into the 
woods, Silence closed over them. 
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Now. Tania vu someting | to. think che: 


; di + in Pen bier: eau even in n ee of the di. 

_ ing, that she could ‚hear an ancient sea, an ebb tide, 2 

| the sound of the small, green waves breaking on roh e 
and further out, drifting in the scaly light of evening. 
no storm at all, no terror, on a sea like grass, a boat where 
a child sat upright, afraid. 


RAY B. WEST: Ju 


ODE a | 
COMPOSED ON A CERTAIN DATE 
FOR A PARTICULAR YEAR 


¡Born of a race in rebellion, 

\Whose nerves rejected kings, priests — 

{The ornaments of compulsion, 

¡But who resigned their will to God, 

¡How could we find the resolution 

"So resolutely sought? 

¡Not in the rocky wilderness, the shadowed forest, or the 

| sunburnt plain, 

Where axe and gun were absolute, 

Where Indians were devil incarnate, 

The actual fact too clear to bear. inspection; 

Nor in the river of the mind, continually flowing, 

The wind that blew the thunderheads from Asia’s a 
sands 

And moulded them in arctic ice, 

The breath that labored to uproot the tree. 

Oh, we were much too busy, 

Spending breath on things to eat, 

Too eager to survive, 

Too much amazed by what we saw or dreamed we saw. 


And there was food for dreams; 
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Our waking days were filled with sleep. 
Beneath our dreams we felt 
The turning wheels of Canestoga 
Wagons grind the earth 
From Leavenworth to Oregon. 
We were the dust that blew 

A Across the plains of Texas, 
Boiled into bits and swirled 
Beyond the Colorado peaks. 

be Blood was cool water 

fe: Of a mountain spring, sprinkled 
With yellow dust: our flesh; 
The Sacramento, wafer and wine 
To us, whose voices sang the 
Praise, Te Deum, in golden 
Eloquence. Our ragged monks, 
Drinking the spirit from a 
Gallon jug, performed their 

9 Miracles, creating gods for 

Aa Us, whose God had disappeared 

5 In the green hush. 


II 


Out of the campfire smoke, 

The bottle's neck, the miner’s poke, 

God spoke in Yankee phrase: 

“Root, hog, or die!” 

He showed himself in cotton bloom and sang: 

“A wheel within a wheel, way up in the middle of the sky’ 
He took a somewhat different line in Concord, Mass., 
He said: “Trust thyself! The worst is past!” 

We scarcely heard him when he reached New York 
He was disguised by a forked beard and a tall hat. 
“See,” he said, ”You cannot trust your eyes; 
Therefore, put all your trust in me”, 
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ih, yes, we led ourselves a merry chase 
irom Plymouth Rock to Sutter’s Mill; 
Ind still we chased the phantom voice 
Vf him who rose in smoke, or song, 

\'r from the bottle neck, 

lack from Pacific calm, 

‘ato the old, remembered rage 

If the North Atlantic. 


Ve even followed Him 

|leross the seas, as though 

{ven He, needed to know 
What He had been before 
Martin Luther nailed his 
Warrant on the church door. 
Parisian elegance and London 
Calm, did not please us 

Half so much as the ease 
With which German scholars 
Diagnosed our disease and 
Called it health. In Rome 
(Ve felt more at home with 
Pagan monuments, and God, 
Viewing the bold portraits 

Df Himself, chuckled and said 
¡How the colors had grown old 
Sooner than He. Time was to 
¡Blame — echoing the scholars — 
(Time was the real devil in 
(Christian theology, and He 
referred the Greeks. So did 
We, we said, though secretly 
We liked the fauns and satyrs 
¡Better than His more immediate 
Kin. And we also wondered 
If it was not Time 
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That chipped the arm from this 
God, the nose from that. 

Pm sure now He would have 
Replied, it was the careless 


Time was, for the Greeks, as 
For us, a relative measure of 
Value. The value remained 
Despite the chips. In fact, 

He would have maintained, 
Not even the marble retained 
The Godness of God, but God 


The translucence of marble. 


II 


This was then as it was, 

And we awoke as from a restless sleep, 

Hearing the words of God, 

Echoing not from Olympus or Sinai, 

Or even the Mount of Olives, 

But as a tinkle of dime-store bells; 

Or, more like a child’s voice, 

The child standing in a bare hall, reciting Brahma. 
For by this time the telegraph and the railroad 
Had bound the wounds, 

But had left the bacteria, 

About which we knew too little, 

To multiply within. 

We knew then there was no god to reason with. 
We had forgotten our first lesson, 

Which was that while man reasons, 

Man’s greed swallows his sustenance. 

God does not step out of nature, 

He is nature; 
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nd nature can be crueler than man; 

luman nature more dangerous 

‘han the most violent earthquake or tornado or erupting 
volcano. 

rod is — man. 

le is also the devil incarnate in man. 

tut there is a man within man, 

«urled like a child within the womb, 

teady to burst into life, . 

Ir to come only after hard labor, 

Vhen the shell of corruption has been cracked open. 

le is the new god of hope, 

Vot aping the old one, 

'retending to a relation he does not own; 

ut a child in all innocence, 

intering a world of innocence and order, 

Vhere the ceremony of marriage is of the blood 

And is no ceremony, 

ut only the burgeoning of life in the bud. 


ut the child conceived was 
Vever born. Not-evil became 
vil; dream became nightmare; 
Tope shriveled in the womb; 

"he womb itself metamorphosed, 
ecame a grave before which 

Ve stood as mourners. The 
Jead marble marked the grave 
)f our young god as the live 
Marble had contained the old. 
"hunder threatened, darkened our 
‘istas, but withheld its rain. 

Ve lay awake at night as in 

| dream, feeling the hot breath 
corching our bodies, listening 
‘or the voice which never spoke; 
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Awaiting the word — the order 
Which would order — the word. 


; i \ IV 


REN Historic memory goes far backward, 

ip Seeking the lost form, 

se Seeking the pulse of meaning. 

We travel a dim road, hearing on one side 

The grumbling and impatient sounds in the woods; 
Fearing to stop on the other 

È SR Where the graves of our fathers lie in well-planted rows. 
How can the ceremony be observed, 

ta When the breath of fear blasts your spine? 

0 This god, our father, planted too deep to hear, 

ae Knew the clean weight of axe, 

The trigger’s delicate pressure, 

Smell of spilt blood, 


Excretion’s lively odor. 


ar He faced the wood, not without fear, but with destine 
in cunning, 
ia Letting his heart-beat savor 


The salty flavor of terror, 

And pride in skill, 

Of hate and love, 

Wanting to still 

The too rapid pulse of his own life, 

Not wanting to kill, 

But to live until he had done with living, 
Singing his own praise in his own, 


Not too decorous, not too solemn, thanksgiving. 


4, His form fulfilled his function, 
Not as a wine-glass filled to the brim, 
GE But as his needs justified his action: 


aes were Lo di 
they à were ER use of things, 


he is dead! 
ed, he never lived. LO 
is the memory x 
what we wanted him to be. de 
e memory only lives — | 
he memory — is he. = ike 
d we, searching his empty room, | EN 
cave, this vault, this tomb, 
what we need to find: 


own salvation PURGE A E 
a new-risen, thrice-embodied + vision. + SS A 
= + 
y 
# 
or aed 
4 
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MARTIN'S BEACH 


The name of the ghost was Martin Stark. He lived in 
house with his father and a brother at the foot of the poim 
just off the dirty harbor beach. Nobody ever used that beac: 
except Martin, and the summer people going by on the roa 
pretended he was a sailor's ghost because he was always walk 
ing there in a sailor hat, and whenever a car passed, h 
would stop and watch it disappear before walking any fw 
ther. Everybody had seen him many times. Up until th 
spring his brother Joey drowned, and it came out that th 
ghost was a sickly child with a real name, Martin Stark, h 
was always the first thing pointed out to strangers. 


Martin was very big for nine, ordinary except for hi 
eyes, which were large and bright, and deep-set in a whit 
face; the face had a hollow look from any distance. Othe 
wise he looked all right, but he was clumsy with weaknes 
and his body moved very slowly. 


The only person Martin played with was his brothe 
Joey, who was ten years old and knew how to talk to hin 
but Martin and his father knew each other very well ot 
of habit. The village people knew Martin, too, and said hell 
to him, and they didn’t mind when he didn’t answer, becaus 
he was smiling, and would be better once he was stron 
enough to go to school. 
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Everything that Martin knew could be seen from the 
ouse and from the beach; it was always new to him be- 
use he watched it change during the day and the year. Mr. 
tark allowed him nowhere else, but with Joey along to 
Watch him, he could go into the bog at the far end of the 
Jeach. There was so much to hear and feel and smell on the 
each; it began in their yard and went for a half mile to 
ae bog, and behind the bog were the woods. All this was 
Wartin’s world, and Joey never went there without Martin. 


{ In the warm weather Martin put on his sailor hat and 
vent out right after they gave him breakfast. One day he 
nad found the sailor hat in the sticks on the winter tide line, 
md everybody was so proud of his finding it that he kept 
jt on all year around. When it was very hot, he put the 
sailor hat in the water that didn't have the brown foam, like 
oey showed him, and put it back on. He also kept his shirt 
nd pants on so the sun wouldn’t hurt him, like once before. 
hen he was dressed like that, he could explore the beach 
all day and never get hurt, and never have to go back to the 
house except for the bag of sandwiches on the porch. His 
father was somewhere until dark, and so was Joey, in the 
summer. The day was always longer without Joey. 

. The first thing every morning was to go down to the 
end of the beach and look over the bog to see if there were 
any birds standing on it, or picking along the margin of the 
little pond. In the hot days the pond was dry, and a smell 
came from the bog which filled his nose and mouth. There 
were never any birds there on the hot days. 

After the bog, he walked slowly back along the tide line, 
looking for things to put in his pocket, until he reached the 
place where he sat down. From there he could see the big 
beach birds called seagulls standing together near the water, 
and behind them, far away, the fat black boats thumping 
across the harbor. The fat boats were there all year, but in 
the hot days there were thin, white, quiet boats, and little 
fish in the shallow water. 
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Sometimes Martin dug a big hole in the rocky s 
right down to the mud. When he did this, he rolled up È 
sleeve like Joey, and afterwards went and put water on 
arm to clean it. Martin liked the heavy smell that came o 
of it when it was deep, almost as much as the bog sme 
When the hole was finished, he found some orange stoni 
to put around the edge and make it look neater. Then ll 
lay on his stomach and watched the red worms poke the: 
heads out of the sides of his hole to look down into it bi 
fore going away. Once a sand flea jumped right in. Marti 
covered him up with sand, but the flea was gone the nex 
day. Joey said it snuck out after dark. 


But best of all were the big, white birds waiting on th 
beach. He loved the white birds. They were his friends whe 
Joey wasn’t there. Sometimes brown ones came and sat wit 
the white ones, and then he chased the brown ones awa} 
The white ones always went, too. They wandered into the ai 
crying, and he went back among the rocks and hid unt 
they came down. In the late afternoon, they flew away t 
wards the ocean. 


When the night time was cool again, the pond fille 
and crept out onto the bog. There were always birds ther 
now, standing around the edge or a little back in the sa 
grass, and Joey started coming every afternoon. Togethe 
they could walk right into the bog and see everything clearlı 
For Joey’s sake, Martin was sorry that the white birds didn 
come over from the sand and sit with the others. After 
little while, the others were all gone again, the pond w: 
deserted, and the days were already cold. The rain and sno 
came, and he had to spend more time in the house gettin 
warm. 


One day the wind was strong and hard and the sky wi 
gray. Martin sat in the window with his sandwiches an 
watched the beach. When Joey came around the corner « 
the house, Martin put on his sailor hat and went outside. 

« Hi Martin », said Joey. 
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«Hi». 
Martin watched him take his books inside. Joey came 
at with a scarf, which he tied around Martin’s ears and 
nder his chin, putting the sailor hat on over the scarf. 
They went down to the beach. 
In the cold days, the beach was dark and hard. Martin 
10wed what he had found in the morning to Joey, and Joey 
ld him about it. It was important having Joey there, espe- 
ially today. 
+ The harbor was gray and uneasy in the wind. The white 
ulls didn’t know Joey and flew up into the air when he 
ame near. At the edge of the bog, Martin stared at the mov- 
ag trees empty of leaves in the woods on the far side of 
he pond. There was snow in the saw grass, and the tip of 
he bog pushed into the sand, like a tongue. Shivering, he 
tood behind Joey, who was poking a stick into it. Martin 
ways stood behind Joey so he could see what was hap- 
ening. 

« Look, Martin, it’s froze. It’s so cold the old bog is 
roze ». 


«It’s froze », Martin whispered. 

Joey stepped over into the grass. 

« C’mon », he said, « let's go look at the pond ». 

Martin followed him. The sky was so gray he could look 
ight at where the sun was. He made Joey watch him. Joey 
rinned. 

« C’mon, dopey », he said. 

Joey ran ahead and threw his stick onto the ice of the 
yond. He put one foot out and then the other. Martin stood 
yehind, watching. Joey jumped up and down cautiously, then 
aster, and there were little noises which sprinkled around 
he edge. Martin watched him inch out to the middle. When 
le started to follow, Joey waved him back. 

«You're kind of big, maybe », Joey said. «You don't 
mow this pond like me. I can swim, anyway. Maybe next 


ummer I can learn you ». 
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Joey ran and slid, one shoulder cocked high above tl 
other, shoes flat on the ice. 

Then Martin saw ihe owl. It was big and white, sitti 
on the ground on the other side of the pond. Its head mov 
slowly, following Joey. The body didn’t move. 

« Look! » 

Martin made a sound of eagerness which turned 
brother around. He pointed, but Joey was already slidin 
back. 

« What do you want? You cold, Martin? You want t 
go home? I guess it’s kind of cold. C*mon ». 

He took Martin’s hand. Martin shook his head, kepc 
pointing. 

«A winter bird », he breathed. « Like a seagull, only dif! 
ferent ». 

Joey saw it then. 

« Hey!» he whispered. « Look at him! You know wha‘ 
he is, Martin? He’s a bird, a giant bird, that’s what! Now 
don’t go scaring him away before I get back ». 

Joey came back from the beach with a stick and twe 
rocks. When he started out across the ice, Martin moaned. 
The white bird was still against the snow. 

«That's okay, Martin, he's not a seagull. If we catch him. 
we can take him home and show Pa. I'll betcha he's never 
seen a bird bigger’n this old white old giant bird here. TR 
just sneak up and hit him over the head and knock him out. 
and then we'll take him home, okay? ». 

« No», Martin said. He tried not to cry. Joey came back 
and laid his stick and the two stones in the bare tips of the 
saw grass, 


«I tell you what, we'll go and get Pa. Maybe he can get 
a gun and shoot him and have him for dinner, okay? Quick. 
before he gets away! ». 

They went back across the bog and onto the beach. Mar: 
tin turned around. The white bird was perfectly still in the 
same place, watching Joey running down the beach. Martin 
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in after Joey as fast as he could, but the wind was so hard 
at he had to go slowly to keep his sailor hat on. lt was 
etting very dark. 

ì Mr. Stark knew right away that it must be a Snowy 
'wl from the Arctic, because he had seen in the paper that 
E was a big winter for Snowy Owls. Joey said that was sure 
be what it was, a Snowy Owl, and told Martin. Martin 
as to keep his eye on it next day until Joey got home, but 
Ir. Stark was sure it would be gone. 


Martin could feel the owl there all the way down the 


each. At the end of the sand, he peered across the bog. 
“here was more snow, and at first he couldn't see it against 
he whiteness. Then suddenly it was there. Martin stared, 


neeling down to see it more clearly. 


The owl was motionless, eyes closed. It must be sleeping, 
1e thought, it doesn't even know I’m here. 

It was a long time before Joey came, shouting all the 
vay down the beach; together, they crept up to the edge 
f the pond. The bird didn’t stir, but watched them now, 
winking its yellow eyes in wide slow winks. 

« Gee, what a creepy old owl! » Joey whispered. Martin 
vaved at it gently over Joey’s shoulder, smiling, but it didn’t 
ee him. 

When Joey moved along the edge a little to get a better 
iew, the white owl followed him with its head. Its eyes 
vere bright yellow against the snow. As long as they stayed 
n their side of the pond, it was still. Joey looked at Martin, 
‚ut he did not try to cross the ice. Martin turned his head 
way. Later, he wondered about the white bird sitting in the 
light time by the little pond of ice. 

The owl stayed all winter. When the snow sank around 
he pond, it ruffled its feathers against the warmer windy 
lays and the rain which fell among the cold days for the 
irst time. Joey said it would go soon, and if Martin wanted, 
oey would get it with a stick, but Martin only cried. The 
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owl would always be there, sitting across the pond from him. 
Still, the words made him afraid, and he went to the owl 
even more than before, watching restlessly now when Joey? 
came in case the wings he had never seen might spread and] 
carıy a part of his world away. 


But it was always still, eyes closed, as if content to have: 
Martin there to watch it. In the afternoon, Martin would! 
listen for the sound on the sand and turn to watch the older: 
boy running towards ihem, kicking holes with his shoes as; 
he ran; when he turned back to the owl, the yellow eyes; 
were open, watching Joey as they never watched Martin. Joey 
said that was because it was Martin’s beach. 


One morning the rain came so hard that Martin could 
not go out. He sat at the window and listened to the wind 
which swept the rain back and forth over the roof and wrin- 
kled the shallow water along the beach, watching the day 
change in the color of the harbor. In the afternoon, the rain 
went away, but Joey did not come. When it grew darker, 
Martin found his sailor hat and went outside. 


The wind, from down the beach, stirred something in 
him that made him shiver. The sky was hardly there, moving 
in shifting grays that deepened above the wind. Martin shiv- 
ered again. There were no lights in the house behind him, 
he did not want to go in there; stepping slowly off the porch, 
he went down towards the beach. From there, the house 
looked even darker. He didn’t want to look at it any more, he 
wanted to be with the owl and with Joey, and Joey had gone 
without him; he felt himself walking into the night now mov- 
ing down upon him along the sand, and then he was run- 
ning. 

The fear did not come to him with the scream that met 
him at the edge of the bog because it was Joey’s scream and 
Joey would be there, but remembering about the owl going 


away, Martin closed his eyes on the tears and fell. The muddy 
water ran down his wrists as he rose. 


«It’s my owl, Joey,» he sobbed, « it’s mine ». 
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He did not see Joey’s silhouette at the pond, and the 
white shape of the owl was gone. He heard his name, a high 

sharp sound coming from everywhere at once. It came again 
‚and again as he searched the opposite bank for the missing 
whiteness against the dark moving sawgrass freed by the rain, 
straining for Joey to come and tell him where the bird had 
gone. But Joey was not there, only the voice coming and 
going away again. The darkness was all around him, folding 
him in harsh blankets of wind, and then he saw it, a wide 
| white shape which wavered a moment over the center of the 

_pond and settled at the fringe of the sawgrass as if it had 
never moved at all. 


It was all coming true, the white bird was going to leave 
him, and all because of Joey and the stick. Martin stared in 
horror at the owl, but his eye felt its way with a slow 
certainty to something else, a breaking sound and a move- 
ment at the center of the ice. His name was coming from 
there, he could hardly hear it, but something moved a little 
in the dark place, and he knew it was Joey. He could even 
see Joey’s stick, moving a little, too, and pointing at him 
across the ice. From where he was standing, he could almost 
reach it. Martin retreated a step. The voice was crying, it 
didn’t sound like Joey any more. It was all Joey’s fault. He 
looked back over his shoulder, crying. 


Martin moved backward away from the ice, guarding 
the owl with his eyes; it was still against the black rushing 
grass. He glanced fearfully at the dark patch in the ice. The 
movement had gone, the voice hardly troubled the wind. 
It was soft now, he was not sure he heard it all. It was all 
Joey’s fault. Perhaps the owl would stay now, and Joey 
would come home. The owl was quiet, and maybe if they 
came and watched it in the morning, they could keep it 
there. 

He moved backwards slowly, looking over his shoulder 
at the faraway light in the house. He couldn't hear Joey 
any more, but the stick still lay on the ice. There was some- 
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thing about it which frightened him, he began to shake 
moving backward towards the lip of the bog. The air wa: 
black around him, and he thought no longer about Joey 
coming to his pond without him, coming after his owl wittl 
the stick, but wanted to follow his brother back down the 
long beach to the light. 

When Martin's shoe slid from the lip of the bog ontc 
the sand, he turned and fled, crying again. When he stumblec 
onto the porch he was still crying. Then his father came: 
and Martin was put in their room. Without Joey in the other 
bed, he was scared of the sounds of the darkness for a long 
time. 

When it was light, his father came and let him out. His 
father did not greet him as he usually did but looked at him 
in a funny way, then patted him on the shoulder. Following 
him downstairs, he saw Joey lying on the kitchen table. 
There were some people there who closed the kitchen door. 
Looking at the bare door, he was suddenly out of breath. 

Martin ran outside without his sailor hat. The wind 
rushed into his ears, and when he fell on the beach, the sand 
felt strange and cold. He heard his shoes thumping after him, 
and then the hollow noise as they crossed the bog. 

The owl was already moving when Martin reached the 
pond. It was soft and slow against the wind, a huge moth 
low over the sawgrass. Martin saw the footprints, and the 
broken ice turning slowly in the edges of the water, and tried 
to scream. 

The white owl was high now and went away over the 
empty trees. 
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THE PARK 


O pigeon, pompous guardian, the heart 
Escapes inviolate your city green. 


Connecticut's broad meadow tempts us now, 
Where scarcer birds create and uncreate, 


Where, in the summer’s valley, yellow rains 
Flower the slopes, and every lust exacts 


The strong, coterminous energy of the sun. 
What must we do, who may evoke or banish? 


Those grasses, soft beside the stream, predict 
Our old complacencies, and yellow flowers 


That bloom with the warm germ enjoin us; now 
The springs of nature torrent in our hands. 


Still, still; gently call our dreams; and see 
The nervous swallow try the darkening air. 


What could the stone that weeps beside the brook 
Admonish us of wars and ancient anguish? 
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That valley stream can rage like any sea; 
Our natural strength forfends demonic will; 


Caressing hands may clench; where we would lie 
Our kindred warrior lay. The afternoon 


That sought a dream of love’s perfection turns 
Dark with the horror of our birth, 


Our bearing. Children, please lie down and die. 
What could this new, astonished city say, 


This fountain say of Troy’s destruction? Love, 
The heart is inconsolable and weak. 


‘ONLY DISDAIN AS BARE’ 


Only disdain as bare 
As winter’s elm to grace 
Love’s landscape, where the ice 
Like reason armors the leaves 
Of even words: 

Pd take 
Thy word, and love; but Lady — 
Tax not my sight, my hands 
That know your fountains, on 
The old authority, do run 
From Lethe and from Eunoe — 
Why then deny thy marvels? 
Wilt not be Beatrice? 


Lest humility be but 

My mind’s malaise, forewarning 
Middle-age and the turning 

Of my dry humors, be 
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Holy; nor feign, as larks 
The untrue image yonder 
Of meadow, hill, and stream, 
The proven placement of 
My love’s comparison. 

And tall 
As all the visions, known 
Where the questing came and fell, 
Grow and be, Beloved, 
Nor still the flowing fountain 
For disdain; then is our act 
Unpardonable, and thy love 
Yet absolution. Call me 
To the night of wonder now. 


CARELESS SONG 


Girls, now be not surly. 
Do not stay 
Girls today 

Now death comes early. 


Were the years your treasure? 
Were they spent 
Cent by cent 

In careful pleasure? 


Now, loves, where’s the waning 
To apprise 
Thrifty eyes 

Of time remaining? 


Learn the soldier’s warning: 
Beauty fares 
Best that wears 

A careless mourning. 
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THE OPIUM LADY * 


Always, though the years should pass, remembering the opium lady, 
ay mother, a lady under the sway of opium more beautiful than angels 
f light. Always, that old New England sea-coast house of shades and 
ionsters, of wild winds shrieking, of heavy tides, my mother’s citadel 
f dreams and visions and imaginary pretenders to vanished thrones, 
here where my mother dreamed, when the sea blew high, that fifty wild 
orses had been struck dead by lightning in a ruined garden or that 
ersons long drowned had walked out of the sea, their locks dripping, 
reir spectral faces like foam. Always, in the daughter’s memory, that 
>alm of shades which should rival life, that opium paradise of dreams 
rithout purpose or bearing. The dead seagulls in the whirlwind, the 
roken mirrors reflecting the light of the sea, my mother dead among 
er dreams, many others dead with her who had dreamed her life away 
nd who still might be dreaming, for death might still be her life, and 
he had been already so much a part of the ethereal and of the abstract, 
f the things intangible and of the things unknown. Her marginal estate 
as that where the sea itself was but another dream, and how should 
eath set her apart, her life having been her death, her house having been 
er grave? That great, sea-blackened house with golden spires and 
ornices and towers, dark allées, hidden interiors, the empty drawing 
poms where the hostess had not set foot for many years, as many drawing 
poms as tideless years, the rooms too many for mortal use, chambers 
ithin chambers, the gilded, mirroring ballrooms where no one danced, 
he hangings of peeled gold and moth-eaten velvet, the heathen monsters 
verywhere, the painted, clouded ceilings illuminated by apparitions of 
1e gods, the silken, padded walls, the ropes of bells, the angels and 


* A section from a chapter of MISS MAC INTOSH, MY DARLING, 
novel to be published by Scribner’s, New York. 
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the cherubim and the immortal rose, the dream of heaven, the virgin 
sporting in fields of asphodel, the water-gurgling gargoyles or thos 
coated by dust, the interior and exterior fountains, the broken marbl 
statues in ruined gardens sloping toward the sea, the discus throwers 
the fat Cupid, the thin Psyche with flowing curls, the mute Apoll 
Belvedere, the Ring’s horsemen, the life-sized chessmen seeming to movi 
against the moving clouds that moved above the waters, the sealigh 
lighting their wooden eyes, the seagulls perched upon their heads. 


| My mother was oblivious to the realities of flesh and blood, thos: 

creatures of chance... My mother trusted no one, nor was she ever t 
| be surprised, it seemed, by unusual transformations of character, suddeı 
transports, shiftings of forms, by anything that might ever transpire 
by anything protean, for the opiate dreams surrounding her had provides 
no pillars of strength, no rose which does not fade, no voice whicl 
does not fail. She presumed always that things were not what the: 
seemed, that all forms must change their shapes, that all characters mus 
bear, even to those most familiar with them, an element of cold surprise 
even of horror, that her life was this play of the illusion, that ther 
should be nothing certain but uncertainty, no pavement more secure thai 
the glassy surface of the evening tide. All her days were her nights, an: 
all her nights were her days, and there was an eternal twilight, as 
obfuscation of faces. If servants were known as she was known, wouls 
not their lives appear more monstrous than hers and terribly extra-human 
So she would ask, talking half in her enchanted sleep, often when ther 
was no one present but the dream of who was not. 

Heavily laden with jewels as a Greek corpse, my mother, she wh: 
had retired from the brutal world, whose eyes were shielded against th 
vulgar sunlight, slept for tideless years which were her vast excitement 
surrounding herself with a world of dreams, visions, phantoms, he 
bedroom as filled with visitors as the Grand Central Station, some fron 
the shores of Hades, voices of the dead, faded movie stars of the silen 
flicker films, imaginary telephone operators plugging in at imaginar 
switchboards, spirits like long-nosed bird dogs, drowned pearl-divers, ol 
queens, figures older than Oedipus or Troy, New England spinsters wit] 
chessboard faces, jockeys riding the skeletons of dead horses, angeli 
birds. Her sleep was a form of watchful, wide-eyed wakefulness. He 
wakefulness was a form of sleep. Nothing could have amazed her s 
much as nothing, the complete deprivation, the absence of being, fo 
that was something, too, and always present in her eyes, as familiar t 
her as human frailty. She hovered for years between life and suspende: 
death, enjoying both, her eyes refulgently shining, her eyes opened a 
times even when she profoundly slept, one cheek always toward th 
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shadow, her dark hair arranged in such a way that this cheek was 
always concealed. It was because of this shadowed cheek that she had 
gone to bed in the first place, so many years ago, because of a blemish, 
a stain, a birthmark which was invisible to others and which, besides, 
was always covered with fine white rice powder, shadowed even then, she 
standing in only that position where the shadow fell. Now she was 
always apparently in the bloom of some strange extension of health, 
though she was yet the eternal invalid, the horizontal person, one whose 
heart, as she believed, was not centralized but scattered through every 
nerve cell, shining like sourceless starlight. Lying still in a sumptuous 
bed carved with faceless dolphins and cherubim and kingly faces and 
heraldric devices, a box of sweets always within her reach, numberless 
pearls running through her ivory-colored fingers, a satin coverlet covering 
her to the waist, her shoulders swathed in gauze and velvet and delicate 
cascades of ancient lace, she believed that she had died in her youth 
and was yet alive, that there were two selves, the dead, the living, that 
though she lay still, this beautiful corpse or effigy upon a marble 
sarcophagus, this was the living being, this with the bright, luminous 
eyes, the distracting visions, the endless stream of imaginary company, 
of fawns crowned with flowers, men who were birds, women whose 
heads were turrets, that the one who was dead was walking, walking by 
the sea, or riding a white horse through endless surf. 


Thus was she peaceful. She had been frothing at the mouth once 
in her extreme madness, at least had been in great danger of losing 
her mind, but her madness had been averted through this means of 
slumberous life, had been regulated by the needle pits in her arm, 
the opium dosages, the sedatives, the dreams which went according to 
schedule, a moment extended, revolving like another planet, the enormity 
of space, and one familiar with her routines could almost have predicted, 
moment to moment, as by the readings of the barometer, the flickerings 
of the stars, her ghostly visitors, the lost constellations, the dead queens, 
the dead kings, the seasons, the years, the vanished tides, the life-sized 
chessmen moving in the garden, two sister ravens who had created the 
universe, the dead creation. She was ever the unchanging, changing only 
her mind, her body remaining always the same, that of the beautiful 
corpse who had peopled a void, she seeming hypothetic herself even 
to those one or two who knew her best, she seeming abstract, out of 
this world, surrounded by conscious cherubim, ethereal, drifting above 
the clouds, her eyes shining with tender or brilliant dreams, her dark 
hair as black as midnight, her neck and shoulders gleaming with snow- 
white satins and laces and the shadows of sable plumes, the velvet 
counterpane strewn over with white flowers as if it had been the coffin 
lid, the curious bed carved with fantastic figures seeming mobile, lutes, 
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angels, arabesques, her face shadowed, powdered to conceal the invisibi] 
blemish, her life so seductive in its enchanted suspension that ther 
were many who had not questioned her choice, who had only enviee 
it, that extension of existence in isolation from the brutal facts, tha: 
death breathing in the midst of heightened sensitivity, her atmospher 
of thought, her bedroom crowded with distinguished callers, some with 
golden feathers, some with crowns, some who had walked out of theiä 
graves. She was always radiant, charmed to greet each shade, for her 
dreams needed carry no credentials other than that they were her dreams: 
and her questions were ambivalently answered. 

Why, as that birthmark was invisible, had she gone to bed in tha 
first place, she who had been the most vivid of hostesses, even wher 
there was no one, she who had been a rider with the hunt, even wher 
there was no fox? Her own answers were many, varying with her stormy 
moods, her dazzling whims, She had gone to bed because of the invisible 
birthmark, the stain on her left cheek, because of the coldness of the 
snow, because of the wealth of her inheritance, that great wealth of 
‘burnished jewels and watery estates which had burdened her and made 
her different from others, because of the advice of tender, abstruse 
physicians who had foreseen, perhaps mistakenly, that if she walked. 
she would lose her mind, be mad like the others, because all those 
she loved had abandoned her and left her to the ravens in deserts, because 
of her social humiliations in Boston, because she had been refused 
admission to a fine hotel..She had gone to bed because her husband. 
“a professional ne’er-do-well, a sportsman who had sported everywhere 
but in his bed, had left her with the unwanted child born of their 
fugitive marriage, with the immense sense of a meaningless woe expressed 
by flesh and blood, because he had abandoned her, leaving her unprotect: 
ed and alone, the prey to strangers. She had married, as she sometimes 
recalled, the poorest man she knew, one she had hardly known but 
whose intense pity for the poor and whose desire to level the rick 
‘she had so greatly admired, little dreaming that he would become, in 
‚a single night, the richest man she knew, that he would emerge a: 
‚only another of the international night-club play boys, an irresponsible 
¡character running up long distance telephone calls to various ladies, those 
he never visited, keeping great kennels of dogs he never saw, polo ponies 
‘he never rode, yachts he never travelled in, sail-boats he could not rig 
«a man whose great and only pleasure was to walk in a high wind or 
a waxed rope between two peaks above the Alpine clouds or where 
those diffused bodies of visible vapors floated against his face, blinding 
his eyes, a man whose dream had been always of the heights, the depths 
‚the shifting shapes, who had already tried to scale her immaterial height 
and had lost footing. Scaling the Jungfrau or Matterhorn, one of thos 
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perilous peaks, for she was always nebulous as to which, it making 
little difference to her, he had fallen head first, disappearing under a 
bank of snow and granite, and was never found, not even by the thrifty 
Swiss, but if he had been found, would have been still the uncorrupted 
dandy, preserved like herself in some fairy grotto of rock crystal 
chandeliers and musical stalactites, and had been wearing a white rose 
on his coat lapel when last seen, so should be easily recognized, and 
had always carried his cane, his calling card. Sometimes she thought 
he had disappeared during a spring snowslide in the Dolomites, a roof- 
top of snow falling softer than cherry blossoms upon his head. She 
was sufficiently vague. He had been only her ex-husband, moreover, for 
she had already separated from him and paid him a fortune to go as 
far away as he could, to disappear, never to return again with her 
other callers. She had gone to bed for no reason at all, only that she 
had found the so-called real world unsatisfactory, that life had failed 
her, that her sensations had been numbed, that she had missed the 
contiguous impressions which might have been hers, that she had always 
been confined. Her body had failed her. Her own mind had been all 
that was left to provide for her a better world, cities, mountains, dead 
faces, vague, clouded longings, and she could not tell where the divide 
was between what was real and what was unreal, for the unreal things 
were real to her, an exile on this subjective star, and the real were 
unreal. The dreams begot the only realities, and the dreams had begotten 
her, and she was their creation. She had not created the dreams, for 
they had created her, making her all she was and more than even she 
could realize. The opium enchantment was bountiful, expanding her 
soul to a far, enlarged horizon, making the impossible net only possible 
but plausible in her bright eyes which saw too much or yet too little. 
There had been, to keep her alive and everlastingly fascinated, her own 
irrational soul dilated and at large, as she realized, its wandering, illusive 
magnificence, its many shapes and forms, the lives of the inanimate 
objects to whom she endowed her speculative consciousness, the harps, 
the golden chairs, the plate of gold, the frozen chandeliers, the bellropes, 
the candle flames reflected in dark mirrors, the things enlarged out 
of proportion or reduced to infinitesimal size, the ghostly golf courses, 
the vague tennis courts, the plop-plopping of balls. the beclouded archery 
range and the life-sized chessmen, all the empty, echoeing, velvet-shrouded 
rooms, all her surroundings being nothing but the externalization of her 
dreams, memories, impressions, floating + and fragmentary, all the furni- 
tures of earth and choirs of obsessed angels being also only an idea in the 
mind of God, and God was dead or sleeping as she was. Everything for 
her, the animated, bejewelled corpse, was complete, even the incomple- 
tion. She turned her face away from what she could not admit. She saw 


only what she wanted to see. 
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Then, according to one or two who knew her, she had gone tm 
bed to escape from the domination of her father who had died before 
her marriage, a wealthy manufacturer, fabulously successful, a self-ma 
man outdistancing all his rivals, his factories having been conducted lik 
clockwork, wheels within wheels, and who had also been a man ot: 
severe personal disciplines, of orthodox faith, himself controlled by t 
most fantastic rituals each hour of day or night, his house having be 
conducted like a church, and a place set at his table for the wanderer: 
angels, a salt-shaker, a crystal goblet, a plate of gold, a spoon, a knife, 
a fork, an oyster fork, a napkin, and he would turn no beggar awayj 
from his door for fear it might be an angel in disguise. She had denied: 
her father’s domination, even Our Heavenly Father Who had set thee 
stars in motion and had divided the waters from the earth, but thee 
table was still laid for the dead, the twelve goblets for the twelve hours 
in their places, the dull silver shining, white roses at the centerpiece. 
She was the agnostic, but the angels surrounded her in her opium: 
paradise, their fleecy wings outspreading, shadowing her cheek, and the: 
harpers harped, and the seas were turned to glass. She was ever the: 
luminous, a mind which could leave the body. 

She would imagine, in some slow moment of awakening, that the: 
chandelier was Mr. Chandelier, her companion, not always faithful. There: 
was also Mr. Res Tacamah, the drug bottle with ears to hear her ravings,. 
her commands. She would imagine herself as living not at the edge: 
of the sea but at the edge of the desert, that a bearded burro was her: 
saintly companion, that there were chameleons crawling on her bed,, 
her dressing table, all the colors of an absent rainbow which was ever: 
in her own mind. She would imagine that the house was crowded with: 
the most amazing callers, their calling cards dropping from the ceiling, , 
that the spacious rooms echoed with the voices of the dead and not: 
with the sea, that she was surrounded by proud Bostonians, Platonists | 
of the period of the intellectual flowering of Athens, drowned sailors, . 
gold-turbaned Egyptians, centaurs with lilies in their mouths, cherubin 
spouting fountains, men who had walked out of their graves, some who 
where living in another country. The air was filled with the strangest 
music. No one else could hear it. 

She did not always realize her lack of communication with others, 
the living, their depths, for it was the ghost of love she loved the most, 
and that was always present, There was never an empty moment — or 
if so, never an acknowledged one. Phantoms buzzing around her like 
wild honey bees, like bottle flies, like gnats, pearl-divers diving above 
her head, bubbles of light emitting from their mouths, the void filled 
with disoriented stars, leaden bells, golden echoes, acoustic errors, re- 
verberations without cause or source, angelic intuitions, There were twelve 
grand pianos in the house, and no one ever played them. 
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She was downright rude at times, in fact, to her one faithful caller 
in the world of the sentient living, he whose presence could always be 
relied on, punctual as the evanescent evening light, the paste-colored, 
flabby Mr. Spitzer whom she had known since her girlhood but whom 
she addressed formally by his last mame as if he still occupied, in 
her mind, the status of a dubious stranger. He bored her almost to 
extinction, for he was less illuminated, more dense than the angels, 
even he knew. Though he had not been well for years, though the 
responsibility had been almost too great for him, though he had barely 
kept his secret life, he had been more faithful than she realized. It 
was a long, puffing walk for him, but he came each evening down the 
ribboned sea road for that unwelcome visit which his own sense of 
honor or habit had imposed, the feeling that he was her guardian. This 
feeling, she openly resented, saying that no one had asked him to 
come. What else, however, could he have done, he being, as he hoped, 
the man he was? He did not believe in Fate but in self-determination, 
as he told himself — yet Fate had assigned this peculiar role to him, 
and he could not resist it. He came alone each evening, walking, 
exercising himself beyond his physical means, accompanied only by his 
shadow, that of his high silk hat, his cape, his cane, and punctually, 
he presented himself in her shrouded bedroom, always unaccompanied, 
so far as he could see, by anybody else. With him, however, she sometimes 
counted in, much to his inter-stellar confusion and possibly to hers, the 
spirit of his twin brother who had departed this mortal life so many 
years ago, it must have been shortly before her retirement to the bed 
of her heavenly dreams, a bed she imagined as a swan boat wafted 
hy soft, perfumed winds. She would always say, of course, that only 
after the brother’s death had she retired from the possible world to 
the impossible — would not admit, though there were many arguments 
to prove otherwise, that it was before, that she had already made her 
choice or thai her choice had chosen her, 

Mr. Spitzer was patient, having known her in her earlier years, that 
she had never changed, that she had been constantly incenstant, and 
having always loved her in his hopeless way, as she would sometimes 
remind him, that his love had not been returned, that it had bored 
her to the last degree of extinction or beyond it. As for himself, he 
was a semi-retired lawyer; one who had seemed to have, in his own 
sad youth, great promise of a brilliant legal career which, however, 
only for a short period had seemed to hover upon the margin of 
realization, having faded like his imagination, his gifts of musical 
composition, so many other things, for truly, his life had been broken 
by his brother's sudden and unexpected death, and he had thus practiced 
law in only the most desultory fashion, and he had written only silent 
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music, that which, for many years now, no one else had ever hear 
His stupidity was now become, in fact, his only unusual gift, almoc 
sublime, having increased with the years like his waistline, his paun 
ness, his conflicted, clouded factual-mindedness. He was almost safe 
familiar with the lucid ravings of the charming invalid. He was n 
easily thrown off his guard. He could not be easily persuaded, he believee 
even by the intoxicating, contagious madness of an angelic, lawles 
woman he had always compassionately, profoundly loved, one for who 
he would have sacrificed his life, his being, his own best interests, havinr 
loved her just as much as his dead brother had hated her, scornina 
impatiently her love, not returning it, even making light of it in: 
most high-handed manner, even saying she had only pretended to bi 
insane. His brother had been insolent, a gambler, a spender of borrowec 
money, a quick suicide, very different from cautious Mr. Spitzer wha 
claimed never to have placed a bet on even what he had been certair 
of. His brother had been worldly, but Mr. Spitzer had always beem 
if he might sometimes say so, unworldly and abstruse. 

Though she tormented Mr. Spitzer endlessly, sometimes implying 
that he did not exist, it was perhaps because, after all, in spite of thé 
fact that she could be committed to no one, her imagination floating 
through unknown amplitudes, she had become grudgingly fond of him 
this one faithful caller, he at least providing her a rare amusement. 
She was always making light of his seriousness, his offended, defenseless 
moods, his permanently aggrieved air. She was always seeking to confuse 
and confound him, to throw him off his mental balance, to make him 
think twice as he most certainly did. By her wandering, abstracted 
remarks, she would imply that there were others present besides himself 
in her bedroom, crippled Mr. Alexander Pope, for example, he whe 
had been scorned by Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, Lord Byron with his 
club foot, Shelley’s bright hair like a comet in the wind, blind Milton 
dictating Paradise Lost to those indifferent daughters, lost constellations. 
meteor flashes, colloquies of angels, that her faithful caller had certainly 
come to a place different from any he had supposed, the Boston South 
Station crowded with submarine musicians, watery apparitions dripping 
with worlds like pearls, mad sextons who had buried the wrong people, 
themselves, ski trains of the vanished skiers, snow upon their peaked 
faces, a social gathering, a maze, a garden party, the unwinding of 
time in one long instant. In fact, her devices for the confusion of Mr. 
Spitzer were endless if repetitive like her dreams and visions which 
floated in the air, homeless as if there were no earth. Mr. Spitzer, however, 
was not easily moved, could note that there were apparently no invisible 
presences, that this was not a public street corner as she sometimes 
implied, not a bar-room, that there was no bloody face staring through 
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a window, that everything was as it had been before in a place of elegant 
desolation, that the threads of reality had not been unwound and wound 
again around different spindles from those he had presumed. He would 
only sigh, yawn, look vacant, try to change the subject, ignore her 
question. Had he met his brother as he was climbing the second marble 
‘stairway or the great rock? Had he seen himself recently? Had he 
met her in the seventh crystal drawing room? Why had he given her 
none of his time but the last dance, the silent music, the stupidity, the 
silence of man? Why had he been so selfish and self-centered? 


Mr. Spitzer, she would ask of a now defunct attorney, he with his 
colorless face half slumherous, his high silk hat in his lap, his hands 
folded listlessly over his ivory-headed cane, tell me, is there or is 
there not an invisible elephant in the corridor leading to this bedroom? 
But the burden of proof, Mr. Spitzer had always hesitantly maintained, 
smoothing his grey velvet cuffs, his mouth yawning, his eyes dimmed, 
rested not on him but on my mother who had seen the invisible. And 
why should an elephant rest on her, she would want to know, such 
a huge elephant, a composition of sultry light beams, and with such 
a long memory, it could remember everything, and much more besides, 
even himself, Mr. Spitzer who was obliterated by time, even his twin 
brother, even the decapitated, bleeding head of John the Baptist and 
John the Baptist’s memories most personal? Besides, if there was no 
elephant, then what was an elephant doing in the house? 

Mr. Spitzer, an increasingly careful man who was always protective of 
his failing health, moderate of his tastes, whose habits were as punctual 
as his almost perfect watch allowed, and that was a jewelled watch which 
marked the hours, the minutes, the seconds, the days, the nights, the 
years, the revolutions of the planets around the sun, their relative 
distances and magnitudes, a starry wheel, would lean forward to cover 
my mother’s dimpled foot with a purple drapery, never touching her 
foot, of course, as he was too polite to engage in fleshly proximity, 
and she had long ago rejected him with a finality leaving no doubt 
in his mind, 

Her foot, she continually complained, threatened to get out of bed 
and walk by itself. Her foot was but the monument in a desert, treeless 
campagna. Her foot, fat. ivory-colored, flushed with rose, vaguely shocked 
him, perhaps stirring old, dusty memories, those which almost no one 
else could share with him except herself who had known him in his 
young manhood before his career was broken or practically stopped by 
his brother’s death. She had made her choice of retirement from the 
world long ago, and now in her advanced years, as he realized, even 
if she had wished to do so, even if she had always been sane, could 
not have walked again without endangering her life, what remained 
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of it, to say nothing of her immortal beauty. He did not hold wi 
those who thought she could walk if she wanted to, that her illnee 
was an illusion, nor with others who were almost convinced that sb. 
walked when they were sleeping. He dismissed as mere superstitie 
the fears of some of the servants that she must certainly walk at nig 
for they had seen the evidence of her nocturnal journeys, a bare foa 
print on a marble stair, the streak of her long white nightgown i 
the dust, the imprint of a medallion, and how else could she knot 
so much? If she did not walk secretly at night, her dark hair driftim 
like a cloud, how could she have suffered, through all these years, m 
deterioration, and how could she have known so much, the servanı 
fearfully reasoned, that the cook was feeding a secret husband, that 
dead seagull had been blown into the living room, unnoticed by anyone 
that there was crystal dust gathering on a distant windowsill, that some 
one had left the icebox open, that the second butler was drunk i 
ihe wine cellar, sleeping it off, dreaming of snakes and headless horseme: 
and maelstroms and mermaids with hooves, that an Irish maid had sai 
a prayer for her brother’s soul because of the burning of green leave 
and unbaptized babes in Purgatory? Was she omniscient, followin 
everywhere, her jewelled fingers reaching like mist, even M. Spitze 
wondered, for seemingly, there was no lost perception which was not her: 
no cough in a dark street she had not heard, no whisper which ha 
not roared in her ears? 


She would swear, often even to Mr. Spitzer’s genuine confusior 
that she was already walking and dead, that she had followed him è 
times he had not realized. She knew where he had been even whe 
he had not told her of his latest journey, his crossing great chasm: 
He would knit his heavy brow in thought, as if she were describin 
something lawless, as if, much against his will and better judgemen 
he might find himself involved in an illegal adventure, a game of chanc: 
He would try his best to hold himself together, not to betray his anxiet: 
He would pull at his feathery and colorless mustache, consult his almo: 
perfect watch, sigh in relief, protest gently that, after all, it was not po 
sible, that she could not have followed him to those great, teaming citie 
which she had not seen for years, where she had not been seen. All hi 
protestations, however, were not convincing to her, perhaps not eve 
to him. She would catch him short, almost breathless, startling hi 
by her exact knowledge of inexactitude, some recent event already lo: 
in his clouded, unperceptive memory, something so trivial that, at tl 
time, he might hardly have noticed it, might not have noticed it at al 
a bead-light going out, dark wings across the blood-red moon, a strange 
whose sleeve had brushed against his, a voice speaking his nam 
Suddenly, however, he would remember what he had not seen or hear 
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‘his face turning cold with the awful realization. Why, she would wish 
to know, was he increasingly absent-minded, she having to remind 
him of these important things, that he had waded through a cloud-burst, 
had read an old newspaper, had missed a train? She would tell him in 
great detail where he had most recently been — the persons he had 
seen whom he had not seen for years previously, what he had said 
to them, what they had said to him, and sometimes, as he had no 
memory of person or place, the chance meetings he had forgotten or 
moments of eclipse. Much to his mild, always increasing astonishment, 
she would bring back to life for him the things he had supposed were 
dead, the old, dusty memories, and she would stir in him an anxious 
feeling, one which would arouse another to infinity. He would gaze with 
concentrated attention into the empty air, his hands scarcely moving 
above his ivory-headed walking stick, his brothers blue-stoned ring 
gleaming on his finger like an eye in the crepuscular darkness as she 
described where he had most recently walked, what he had done or 
thought. Had she not seen Mr. Spitzer in the Boston Public Garden 
where, as she recalled for him, he having forgotten so recent an incident, 
he had ridden in a swan boat with a woman in white, her face shrouded 
by a white umbrella, a white motor veil, a cloud, her dress billowing 
like a great balloon with many streamers, her shoes like white boats, 
her face unseen, one whom he had not recognized then but whom he 
now remembered from his cloudy youth? Again, had he not been stopped 
at the top of a rusted ferris wheel for an hour, watching the slow stars 
glide by, their reflections in a still sea, the shadow of no one but his 
enormous self in that abandoned amusement park, the tents being all 
empty, the merry-go-round horses not running, the music boxes not play- 
ing, just as, he would ponderously admit, had been his sad plight, for 
that was one of those impossible evenings when, as a lawyer handling 
old estates, he had been tracing a lost heir through all the realms of 
earth and high heaven? It had been his legal business, however, and noth- 
ing else, of course, nothing to stop the traffic. Mr. Spitzer, even in spite of 
himself, would always have to consider anew the impossibility that she 
had really seen him in such an abstracted state, one he had hardly known. 
He would brush off the rim of his hat with the side of his hand. She 
could not surely have followed his labyrinthine ways, however, his many 
turnings, quick or slow, the adagio of the brown leaves falling on a 
distant horizon, a falling, cyclonic star, his clutching at his hat in a high 
gale, a shift of fortune, his being caught bewildered between two streams 
of musical traffic, the horns honking like wild geese as he stepped forward 
or back, undecided which way to turn, unable to stand still. 

He would also have to consider, in each instance, the possibility, 
the fact that she might have outwitted him, a man for whom there was 
nothing but the indefiniteness of forms, flowing, void memories, each 
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merging into the other, forgetfulness of self, a man for whom there wa: 
only the senseless, the commonplace, so that all details were lost, om 
neous, and not final in a scheme of truth, for he could not differentiat 
easily between person and person, place and place, due to, as he recog 
nized, his tendency toward oblivion. Oblivion was his brother. In fac 
he was often absent-minded, just as she said, and wrapped in othe: 
thoughts. When she seemed, lying on her frothy pillow, her eyes glazec 
with brilliant dreams, yet too sharply aware of his definite movements: 
those which had been indefinite to him, sudden sensations of doubt woulc 
disturb his mental and physical equipoise, his love of an ultimate: 
unbaffled harmony, the silent music, he feeling within all kinds ob 
collisions, concussions, discords, the snapping of nerves, nerve cells going; 
out like subjective star points, new irresolutions taking the place of the 
old, so that he would be almost visibly agitated by his coldly dawning; 
suspicion that perhaps, after all, he had been traced by her, that she: 
knew his movements. 

She was perfectly correct in what she said, at least correct as far as 
he might know in any of numerous changing instances. It was perhaps 
just as she said, that she had hired a secret detective to trace him, a: 
shadow, a private eye, a gumshoe, that there were at her immediate 
disposal the most minute-by-minute reports on Mr. Spitzer’s lost or 
present movements, his turnings, his hesitations, a complete, detailed 
description of his life, of where he had been, of what he had seen, 
of what he had done, of what persons he had talked to, their con- 
versations, even their breathings, their whisperings, their sighs, yet 
though they were dead. After all, as she was shrewd and feminine 
and clever, as her financial resources were apparently limitless like her 
imagination, might not this have been, Mr. Spitzer would slowly reason, 
the immemorial possibility, else how would she have known all these 
irrelevant details, some so fleeting that he naturally had not noticed them, 
the wind lifting an old newspaper, a cough in an empty street, the shadow 
of a tall building, a cat’s eyes, a cat’s tail? He could not, in fact, but be 
genuinely amazed by her almost accurate accounts of his most unimpor- 
tant movements, to all of which she seemed to attribute a great, fabulous 
importance which both dismayed and flattered him. Occasionally, too, 
she would trip him up with something terrifyingly specific, straight to 
the point, cruelly certain, at least to a man of his cautious, reserved 
temperament—as when he had told her he was going to Boston, yet had 
gone on to New York, having changed his mind only at the last moment. 
of course, so that she could not have known in advance of this change 
of mind. She would seem to be aware of each change of mind, each shade 
of thought, of many things which had passed, necessarily, beyond hi: 
notice. She would accuse him of trying to hold some things back, that 
he had not told her all the places he had visited, the world above, the 
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underworld, all his changes of mind. Why, she would ask, had he not 
told her he had tried to flag an ancient taxi cab but had attracted the 
attention of no driver, due to a driving thunderstorm, that he had had, 
due to his obesity, difficulties in a subway turnstile or in a revolving 
door, that he had picked up an. old woman's lean and empty purse and 
handed it back to her, that he had been lost on his way to meet a man 
who was supposed to be standing on any number of identical street 
corners, that with his usual absent-mindedness, he had stopped a blind 
beggar to ask the direction to the place where he already was? The fact 
that, though he was only tracing a lost heir of certain immovables, lands, 
houses, fixtures, furnitures, lakes, he had gone prowling about in the 
lower districts, looking into gilt-edged saloons, that he had entered a 
waterfront dive where games of chance were the order of the day, the 
might, where he himself had placed a wager upon which boxer would 
triumph, the black or the white, that he had laid his bet on the black 
man and on the black horse and on the black rooster, that his bet had 
been lost, that he had looked over hunched shoulders of inscrutable cards 
players, that though ‘he hated loud music, he had put a lead nickel into 
an old-time player piano carved with the heads of angels and horses, 
that under a green lampshade in an empty pool-room, the cue-stick in 
his unaccustomed hand, he had hesitantly shoved one billiard ball against 
another, his face smiling. Or if he had told her, he had told her only 
when she was fast asleep. 

She would seem to know his every move, his every step, though 
undoubtedly he must allow for her tendency to exaggerate in order just 
to fill these empty hours, her attributing to him, at such times, a more 
colorful life than he enjoyed. Pondering morosely over my mother’s 
knowledge of these sensual, temporal, meaningless events, those he had 
himself forgotten or dismissed, he would consider, in each instance, first 
the impossibility, then the possibility, but finally, restored to serenity, 
his reason controlling him like his almost perfect watch, was assured 
of his own conservative habits and peace of spirit, his punctual-minded- 
ness, the fact that he had not been late to the important appointment, 
that her mind was merely wandering, that she had described nothing 
which was destructive to him, nothing personal, nothing which should 
make him lose his self-control, that some of those things which had 
disturbed and distressed him were only certain universal phenomenon 
which might pertain, in the widest sense, to anyone, such as the falling 
stars, the falling ‘leaves, the mere chaos. Or otherwise, as he would 
ponderously reason, continuing, after the problem was settled, the pro- 
blem in his mind, why should she have drawn into her unframed picture 
of his walk through the city streets those things which were distant, the 
excrescences, the disfigurations, the altering illusions, the vain remorses, 
the bent profile of an old tramp, the fatuous smile of an old woman, 
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all those adventitious, disconnected images which would be unperceivex 
by the usual detective unless they were related to the case, such al 
skyscraper banked by purple clouds, such as a dusty sparrow falling: 
Part of my mother was always in motion, turning like a spindld 
Part of my mother was always still. The horizontal person, she lay stil] 
her breasts like hills, her limbs like some far promontory, and shi 
dreamed, as she would say, this perpendicular world of motion, that o 
her absent lovers whom she feared as she feared seduction, an act o 
ghostly rape. It was as if she had never married, so brief, so fleeting 
so unreal had been her marriage night, and she was always virginah 
scarcely aware of a physical act, the touchings of hands, She was no 
sure of her own shadowed face in a dark hand mirror wreathed witk 
golden, budding cherubim, her dark, glossy hair drifting over her snow) 
colored shoulders, her eyes too bright even in that ambiguous depth 
Who was she? Did anybody know her? Had Mr. Spitzer’s brother ever 
known her? Mr. Spitzer might well have remained calm, peacefully 
confused, perfectly possessed, for how could she be sure that he ever 
existed, he with his restrained affability, his lack of any real sense oi 
humor er of honor, his trust in law, his apprehensive feelings, his oblivion 
to faces, directions, differences, his failure in the realm of sense? She 
was not even sure that she herself existed, that it was not all a stupendous 
joke played upon her, this seeming passage of life, this needless expansion 
of the firmament, that she had not been artfully tricked into believing 
that she lived when she was already dead, an evanescence never to be 
traced. The world was this deception played upon her, and it included 
Mr. Spitzer with his high silk hat, his carved and gilded ivory-headed 
cane, a great dome, his grey velvet cuffs, his vapid concentrations which 
seemed to her to be the wandering mind, the thoughts sporadic as 
butterflies swarming before her eyes, as these delusive images. How did 
she know that they were not both dead, both she and Mr. Spitzer, that 
old lover of her untouched youth, he whom she had scarcely ever thought 
of? Could Mr. Spitzer determine whether she had ever lived at all, 
whether the world had not always been this vast, supernatural joke 
played upon her or someone, poor, euchred humanity which was the 
only world and was imaginary? She doubted that Mr. Spitzer was in 
a position to do so, as he was also egregiously deceived, presuming he 
held the two ace cards he did not hold, and he had always been out- 
witted by the other player. He was blind, and he did not live, she would 
accuse Mr. Spitzer, that it was not his life he lived, that his was but a 
secondary existence and depended upon imagination only, that he was 
ephemeral as the dog:star which disappeared when she closed her eyes. 
That she had always been dead, this beautiful corpse, she would viva- 
ciously insist, that there were the most amazing things going on which 
Mr. Spitzer could not see, he being prejudiced by the thought that he 
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ras alive, that there were these great balloon fishes trailing their streamers 
n the enclosed atmosphere, these drowned Medusas, these giant crabs. 
ike monks, these old apostles walking around the town clock. How 
ould he know? She had deceived him in many ways, yet though she 
yas herself only the deceived, enchanted head to whom had been trans- 
erred as through a glass tube the conspiratorial illusion of this unreal 
eality, the idea of a world, Mr. Spitzer with his Inverness, the great 
ape sloping from his shoulders, the wide heavens unexplored, the period 
urniture, Mr. Chandelier, the drifting, fleecy clouds, the inscrutable 
tars without principle or steersman or dead steersman, the wandering 
lanets, the people with their stained individual features, each separate 
art, the snowfall, the rich, the poor, the mottled velvet rags and soiled 
aces of the rich who dreamed they were poor, the poor yearning for 
injust wealth, the left-wing political movement, the right wing of the 
love, the rose petals falling on the other side of the world and which 
should make a loud noise in an empty room, Brooklyn Bridge and 
Times Square and Roman fountains, obelisks and domes, old houses 
leeping in an eternal twilight, tenements crowded with discrowned kings, 
‘abbit warrens and the rabbits dreaming of the rabbit god, his nostrils 
winkling in the polar sky, all her visions, all her dreams, Greek ships 
railing their plumes upon a far horizon, train whistles cutting the dark- 
ness like a knife, discords, harmonies, frozen mountains, perfume of 
Oriental hanging gardens where hung the housemaids, their feet twitter- 
ing like birds, her body, the full, liquid eyes, the parted lips, the whirling 
hair, the birthmark which shadowed her, her veined, implausible hand, 
the silken, embroidered sleeve, the numberless pearls running through 
her fingers, her hand mirror deceiving her to believe that she existed, 
the sea paved with human faces and luna moths and glow-worms, the 
wild universe that drifted like a seagull in the wind. 

Why had her father not allowed to any woman in his house a higher 
education, she would complain endlessly to Mr. Spitzer, for what advan- 
lages had been given to her but walking, dancing, riding, horsemanship, 
harp-playing, tennis, and now was she not confused by nothing other 
than her mind, especially when the drugs wore thin, and did she not 
suffer endlessly from her lack of any knowledge of arithmetic, for exam- 
ple, the measurements of eternity, addition, subtraction, and long division, 
so difficult? All she could do was multiply, divide. Did not Mr. Spitzer 
see that her clarity was itself a confusion, that she might subtract when 
she should add? Did not Mr. Spitzer realize, hesitating at the door, and 
he was wise to hesitate, that there some times came in his place a nuncio, 
a butterfly, the many others, a dead ear, a trihedron? Under the ephem- 
eral sway» of drugs, her sensations were so independent of facts, could 
not unimaginative Mr. Spitzer concede to her this victory, that she 
imagined him, too, his high silk hat, his pearl-buttoned spats, his person- 
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ality which ad engaged the attention of no one else, that he dissolves 
at a certain point, that there came another when he had departed fro» 
her, an octopus wearing seven ruby crowns or only old, moving MI 
Chandelier with seven lighted candles in his seven crystal hands? 

Mr. Spitzer was always deliberating gravely upon these matterı 
though he might well never have seriously troubled himself, for exam 
ple, with the coldly dawning suspicion that the lady was aware of ha 
motions, stops, hesitations, for running through all degrees of splenda: 
and desolation, her dreams and visions, as he himself well knew, coul! 
be charted as on a mariner’s chart which shows the course of a voyag 
through waters which remain unknown although they have been suppos: 
titiously traversed before—at certain deeps, certain monsters makin: 
their appearance, whirlpools spinning to form the vortex or gulf, gres 
abysses into which the ship falls, dragging the stars themselves to nethe: 
regions. 

Nonetheless, there were often embarassing collusions of the phantor 
and the fact, fugitive coordinations of the finite event and the wildes 
dream, times when, her mind enlarged like the glassy heavens, thong) 
my mother seemed irresponsible, half asleep, adding nothing to nothing 
subtracting nothing from nothing, counting falling sparrows, falling leaves 
drops of water, grains of sand, though she seemed to see less than trut! 
and always double, the double hallucinations were more correct thai 
the single, two faces more nearly accurate than one, realities alway 
outdistancing verifications, those things impossible being hauntingl- 
possible, times when what had seemed unreal was proved to be real 
such as the return of the dead which no one can utterly deny withoui 
through that very denial, admitting some theme of affirmation, the powe 
of love to alter inanimate things and make them live. times when th 
sum of all the parts exceeded the sum, though there had been no mistak: 
in addition, and if a part was taken away, then there was only one par 
more. There were, she was always saying, two worlds—this and its coun 
terpart, a dark star, the other, but which was which, both being mul 
tiple and diverse? From her unbiased point of view, always changing 
always the same, no great distinction should be made between the livin; 
and the dead, the same cruel winds hlowing through both worlds a 
once, the same voices screaming. 

Sometimes the phantom was fact, but the fact was another phantom 
There were many such instances, sometimes very trivial, sometimes hardl 
worthy of notice, the phantom fading so fast upon the air, anothe 
taking its place. There were times when the fact faded, when perhap 
not even a drop of water was left to show that a great tide had blow 
into my mother’s bedroom, that many beautiful drowned images ha 
passed before her eyes. There was also that time when there came int: 
my mother’s bedroom a drowned Egyptian sailor, gold-turbaned, his fac 
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glistening like clouded water, she having noted, as she recalled afterward, 


his exact position in space, his relation to a table of the second empire, 
‘a bishop’s chair, the dreaming chandelier, she having listened attentive- 
ly to every muffled word, his abject apologies that he had wandered 
into this inner sanctum, not Knowing his path, that he had not been 
in control of events, that he had reached Boston Bay in an old-fashioned 
sail boat out of Egypt which had heen headed for New York Harbor 
but had gone off its course, that this ambiguity had unfortunately been 
caused by other ambiguities, for the captain, an absent-minded dog of 
a sailor, had either ignored or had misunderstood the rotations of the 
antique stars, the directions of the faded winds, the auguries of sooth- 
sayers and of birds, the interpreters of evil dreams, the meanings of 
the moving waters, that they had thus all but collided with a coal barge 
off the unexpected shores of grey New England or yet another place 
that was colder than Lapland in the furies of winter, that thus by chance 
alone he had arrived here, that he was looking for Mr. Spitzer, trying 
to locate him in space if not in time. My mother, greatly impressed by 
such obvious sincerity, said in her most charming manner that Mr. Spitzer 
would undoubtedly make his appearance in time and had given to this 
insouciant and gold-turbaned and white-sheeted Egyptian her obscure but 
explicit instructions as to how he should conduct himself to a morning 
tower room where he might wait forever if he was sincere, her advice 
as to his procedure being as complicated as for some long, intricate 
journey more fearful than the voyage he had just made, and she had 
described a landscape shifting like water, the schools of faceless dolphins 
which should follow in his wake, the great birds with teeth, the stars 
not in their places but in another place, and had warned that he must 
remember each step, for there would be no one to show him the way 
through the dark and golden house. She had given him the exact chart 
of her memory which was so vague, showing him the inscrutable painted 
doors he must pass and their illusive dimensions, how he must turn to 
the right, turn to the left, circle back the way he had come, climb the 
stairs he had already descended. He should not be afraid of the minotaur, 
for the minotaur would be afraid of him. He should not be afraid of 
sleeping lions in his path, of buried houses, of sleeping beauties under 
the sand, of swan boats, and when he arrived at his destination, either 
the hostess or Mr. Spitzer would come to greet him in the evening 
tower. That the gold-turbaned and white-sheeted Egyptian might be assured 
he followed in the right way and thus would be not lost again, would be 
not blown athwart by every wind or would not mistake the mirage for 
the place or the sand fountains for the sea, she had been most explicit 
and most patient, assuring herself by every means that he was real. She 
had given to him the most complete descriptions imaginable of the fur- 
nishings and of the ancient upholstery, the silk pillows, faded yellow 
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‘and rose and green, the wall measurements, the fountains, the Gothi: 
_arches, the illusive distance between one object and another, the numbet 
.of feet between a divan and a chair, between a dynasty and a dynasty, 
the immobility of the furniture, and she had told him of the absolut 
stratagem that would be necessary if he should find himself, that it wa: 
the morning tower, that he should not make the mistake of trying td 
walk through the thin partition of glass that separated him from eterna: 
space, the morning sea like the twilight sea, the circling far white sand! 
‘at the water’s milky edge, a grey, twisted tree licked by the surf's tongue 
its branches gleaming with red lichen, a white bird with a white comk 
-roosting at the top, some bird of passage, everything arranged for convem 
ience. There were many first editions of poets, some in the dead 
languages, a gramophone with Edison’s first record, water-lilies in = 
crystal bowl of which the waters had not been changed for years, an 
ebony writing desk inlaid with mother-of-pearl where she had started tc 
write a letter yesterday or years before, her portrait in a ruby-colorec 
riding habit, her falconer’s gloves embroidered with mystical birds which 
«should be laid upon a gate-leg table lighted by a beaded lamp, her 
white parasols of which she had so many and alike, the latest magazine 
which he might care to read, L’Illustration of a decade ago, for example 
opened at the seventh page and covered with dust. 

That the old Egyptian was in the house, my mother had declarec 
to numerous frightened or indifferent servants—that he was sitting ir 
the morning room, waiting for his hostess or his host, that someone 
should go and see if he was comfortable, for he had been waiting, she 
had no doubt, a great many years. Some of the housemaids thought, ol 
course, that she was talking in her sleep again, that she referred to an 
ancient, mummified pharaoh wrapped in cloth of gold and who was in 
a glass-walled room, a cage, and others, that the Egyptian was merely 
hallucinatory, that he belonged to the same realm as the invisible 
elephant-hunters or as those old cooks whose heads were golden tureen: 
spouting steam, the same realm as the Greek metropolitans who took 
their evening walks in the wave-washed gardens and who were purple 
robes painted with faces, the same as the living totem pole, the mad 
sexton, any number of persons who might appear in her imagination 
Someone still might have gone to see him, of course, if she had beer 
less certain of her mind, if she had also called for her lace fan, he 
white ermine cape or her fourteen rabbit jackets or her bicycle buil 
for two, her lorgnette, her other country place, but this had seemed only 
‚one of her most difficult moods, one not to be indulged, she shrill; 
asking all day, often when there was no one to hear her in that padded 
cell—Is that Egyptian still in my house, and if not, why not, and has 
anyone offered him refreshments, Russian tea or Turkish coffee, French 
wine or even plain domestic sherry with just a drop of opium, something 
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to take the chill off his bones, a piece of my wedding cake, and what 
kind of a neglectful hostess must he think I am, anyhow? Who is 
spending my fortune? What kind of hotel is this if we cannot entertain 
him? 

| As nobody had paid attention to her or to the old Egyptian, as 
all had supposed it was just the degree of her illness and not the reality, 
she had become, with each hour, increasingly angry, screaming those 
pitiful commands which were ignored. She told the servants in no uncer- 
tain terms that they were all dismissed, all except James, the uniformed 
chauffeur who, as she did not always seem to realize, had left those 
premises several years previously, quitting without notice and stealing 
her automobile, but whom she could always depend upon, it seemed, 
at least in that realm of the mad sexton, the dreaming pearl-diver. 
Except for James, now all the others could pack their bags and go, for 
she was utterly disgusted with their incompetence and would replace 
them with a staff she could depend on to provide the common courtesies 
to persons of great distinction, such as the Egyptian in the house. She 
was furiously certain, pulling the bellrope all day, threatening that, when 
Mr. Spitzer came in the evanescent evening, they should all be put out, 
bag and baggage, body and soul. The real would go with the imaginary. 

As the servants, however, had usually heard these unreasonable 
threats before and could only trust that Mr. Spitzer would he reasonable, 
none had on this occasion departed, some being busy gambling in the 
housekeeper’s second parlor, some playing golf, some being busy at prayer 
for iheir lost souls or for their brothers’ souls. 

Mr. Spitzer, coming in the evening light, almost late as usual, and 
punctual through that very fact, was skeptical as anyone when my mother 
told him of an Egyptian prince waiting for him in the morning tower, 
waiting to throw a snowball at him. If not a prince, then an upstart, she 
had warned. Only to indulge her, and also because of his natural caution 
and reluctance to make quick judgements, he had gone to ascertain for 
himself the facts of the case and was greatly surprised, therefore, that 
there was, indeed, just as she had said, an Egyptian, a gold-headed fellow 
sitting in the morning room in the evening light among the muted 
gleamings of gold and crystal and silver, reflections of the departing or 
late departed sunset. In fact, he had at first concluded that, just as he 
had surmised, there was certainly no one, as had often happened when 
he was looking for a lost heir, that all was imagination in this life, that 
it was probably a visionary being fifiy cubits high or some old creature 
of the Sphinx or of the Roman Empire. The Egyptian, however, his 
face having been almost hidden behind the horn of the ancient gramo- 
phone, had leaped forward excitedly when he at last saw Mr. Spitzer’s 
ponderous and cloaked form at the doorway, half in light, half in shadow, 
and so great had been his ecstatic excitement and lack of self-control, 
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had practically collided with that immovable and fleshly obstacle he h 
seemed to think was not there, a look of recognition lighting up ht 
narrow-slit eyes as he had madly danced, waving before Mr. Spitzer: 
reddening, embarassed face a piece of papyrus which might have com 
from the tomb of a pharaoh but which, it could be seen when the candld 
were lighted, was nothing but a race dope sheet listing those Arabia: 
horses no longer running, those he declared were running again, the: 
golden hooves beating the turf, that he had not expected to meet hi 
old friend this side of the grave, that he himself was quite dusty, tha 
he had been absent from the world for a long period, that he had jus 
arrived in Boston, that he had a tip on the winners, as a matter of fact 
The glorious bang-tails were still his subject, those ears lifting wit! 
the wind, those delicate nostrils, those narrow heads, those feet mon 
graceful than the feet of ballet dancers, that flesh which was worth if 
weight in jewels. Those were the purebloods, the kings of earth, and the: 
speeded over the roof-tops. If Mr. Spitzer was greatly changed, so wai 
he, although he would have recognized him anywhere, his old frien« 
of the horse circles with whom he had used to study, many years age 
the horses’ heads on tombs, the unchanging conformation of the horse 
the most noble beast and one accompanying the dead and one whe 
should never desert his master. 

The gold-turbaned fellow, his features softly radiant, had spoken s 
rapidly and softly, painting the air with many mysterious hieroglyphs 
that it was some time before Mr. Spitzer, with his usual hesitations, coule 
get in a word to explain that there had been a grievous error, mos 
lamentable, a vast mistake, that he was but the semblance of the flesh 
that he was not the man the Egyptian was looking for, that to tell ths 
truth, though this hurt him as much as it might hurt anyone or ever 
more, he was his living brother, his face covered with apologies, tha 
his brother was dead, as a matter of fact, that the appearances wer 
deceiving, that he was not his dead brother, that the Mr. Spitzer thi 
charming visitor had in mind was not the Mr. Spitzer he saw with hi 
eyes, that the brother he now beheld and thought he recognized wa 
a perfect stranger to him, unfortunately, one who would not know : 
race horse from a nag, a mare from a stallion, a grandfather from : 
foal, a roan from a grey, that the brother he touched with his hand 
was only party of the second part, a very conservative and old-fashione« 
lawyer, that this gentleman had come to the wrong port. Or conceivably 
if he had come to the right place, he had come at the wrong time, having 
missed his destination by many revolutions of the planets, many moons 
many stars, many brown leaves falling on many graves, and his ow! 
sorrow was naturally boundless, though there was little he could do tt 
rectify matters at this point in boundless space. 

The Egyptian had danced, but Mr. Spitzer still had kept, with hi 
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vast bulk, remarkably calm, unswayed by these excitements. It had been 
hard to convince the Egyptian, even by a legal argument, that he was 
dead, as Mr. Spitzer told my mother afterward, his forehead still gleaming 
with sweat globules of that enormous effort, that he had nearly had to 
put him out of the house forcibly, lifting him by his shirt-tail. In fact, 
he had nearly had to call for help, the police, though the police would 
have been a long time coming. My mother, however, with her usual 
feminine fickleness, had already changed her mind, being as hard to 
convince of the Egyptian’s reality as he had been of Mr. Spitzer’s 
unreality, his lack of flesh and blood, of muscle and heart and conforma- 
tion. Why, she wanted to know, if this Egyptian was not a spirit from 
the spirit world, a denizen of the underground, one of a damned or 
heavenly crew, as she now firmly believed, had he spoken to Mr. Spitzer 
of his absence from the world for so long a dusty period, of the horses 


no longer running, which would come in first around the endless track, 
his mouth foaming with victory as the crowd sereamed like the long 
uproar of the surf? Why, if this Egyptian was not dead, had he come to 
this old house in the first place, looking for a dead, lost brother, and 
was Mr. Spitzer absolutely sure he had not found him? Was Mr. Spitzer 
sure of his own mind, that he bad seen and touched the gold-turbaned 
and oily fellow, that it was not simply illusion facing illusion? 


My mother pretended that the real was the dream, that the dream 
was the real. She was not alone in this tendency, however, as she herself 
would sometimes admit, that it was, all things considered, a universal 
failure, that on which the whole of life depended. The cenditions of 
mortal life were such that, for others as for herself, the dream must 
suffice, for reality bears with it always an aspect of fateful disappointment, 
of falling short, just through its being unreal, just through its being 
realized, through. its omissions of other realizations which had also 
trembled at the threshold or were that contingent world one might have 
experienced by taking the other train through the other landscape. If 
ears could see, if eyes could hear, if hearts could be everywhere and 
omniscient! The dream was that which had no limitations, no barrier, 
ne fence, that which dissolved and changed before her eyes, that which 
drew all fleeting images together, more complete in their incompletion 
than if they had been whole and complete, more real than life provided 
even though two moons should shine upon earth, an endless grey horizon, 
infinitely flat, coming to no end. For herself, it was the bare reality 
she could not endure, the void of disappointment, the mere flesh and 
blood which was realized and had its limitations of old mortality, that 
which she would leave to shift for itself, to freeze, to starve, to wander 
in the cold, while she, wrapped in her ominous dreams and visions 


343 


MARGUERITE YOUNG 


«which were protective, believed that she was still the most exposed «x 
persons; moving though she never moved, confronted by dangers mor: 
‘beautiful than others knew or realized. How could she know wher) 
‘these dreams would end? How could she know where they had begun’ 
They were always present, crowding upon her, the wild horses screamin 
in an empty garden, the bloody head of Alcibiades staring through an 
upper window. Sometimes she thought she was a poor patient sleepin 
in a charity ward, that she only imagined she saw what she saw. Sometime 
she thought she saw hospital nuns like great, snowy birds — or dreams 
ing against the clouded sky, they were the fleet, the ghostly regatta ob 
sail-boats with their sails lifting, swelling in the wind. 

‘ What was there, however, but the power of this vast, imploring, 
deception, that which kept her alive, this compromise of death in the: 
midst of life, this extension of existence which had deceived her? Hows 
did she know, she would sometimes complain, that she was not already; 
blind, she having been threatened by hereditary blindness, that stain, 
that she had not long years ago lost the omniscience of her sight, just! 
in the flicker of an eyelid, that all these sourceless and illuminated! 
visions were not merely her visions, deceiving her to believe that she: 
saw them though no one else should ever see them? How did she know 
that she was not already blind, being deceived egregiously by visions, 
all these visions floating incalculably in the air, multiplying, dividing. 
her solitude thus effaced, the atmosphere stained by tremblings of roseate 
light, by flowers that sprang from nothing, by emanations, intuitions, 
memories, veins of gold, curls of foam, human corpuscles? Who were 
all these demidryads? Who were all these truncated men? Who else 
had seen her evening visitors, the headless horsemen, the wasps’ nests 
hanging against the walls? Who else had seen Ben Jonson? 

She would call the well-trained servants in to ask if they saw what she 
saw, a great frog prince sitting at the foot of the bed, his eyes like 
head-lights, his mouth snapping at flies, someone who looked like Mr. 
Spitzer — and the servants were very agreeable, only too apt to yield 
too quickly to her suggestions, to discuss the appetite of an imaginary 
caller or the number of eggs laid that morning by the extinct great 
auk. If they agreed, her fury was intense. If they disagreed, her fury 
was greater. How should there be either verification or denial? How did 
she know, therefore, that she was not already blind, just like her poor 
mother who had seen for many years not the cat but the cat’s tail and 
then, for longer than anyone remembered, had seen nothing at‘ all, only 
the absolute darkness, yet had known every step, every inch, had been 
the most excellent housekeeper, threading her own needle in the evasive 
evening light, had recognized persons by their voices, their odors, the 
odors of their linens, had greeted the invisible visitor in the hallway 
with perfect assurance, had walked upright without swerving, had measur- 
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ed all the dimensions, the walls, had fooled many of those who were 
closest to her, commenting often on how well they looked or how pale 
or what they were wearing, had fooled the couturier with whom she 
discussed: shades of color, blue and grey and rose, lengths of cloth and 
lace fichus and silver braids, the milliner with whom she discussed her 
ribbons and plumes and garden hats to keep her eyes forever in the 
shade, the coachman with whom she discussed her horses and the clouded 
weather, the directions of the winds, had made no mistake, had understood 
that there was a place for everything, had dusted the dark mirror before 
she looked into it, had detected the dust on a distant window-sill, that a 
carriage needed painting, that a lamp was broken, that a curtain was 
torn, that a pillow was faded, and had spoken frequently and increasingly 
of the appearances, the visions, the beautiful world of light, the forma- 
tions of the clouds, the stripes of the tiger-lily, the spotted wing of the 
butterfly, the speckled’ bird’s egg, the sunrise, the sunset, the glow-worm 
shining, and had caused her husband to feel that, when she died, he 
could not see without her? He had felt that his eyes were gone, that 
his body was turning into starlight. He had walked in the evening in 
the garden he had planted for his blind wife, following those neat and 
circling paths where was no obstacle, no marble statue or bench. He had 
closed his. eyes, reaching out to touch, to pluck those intangible flowers 
he might recognize only by their textures and their odors different from 
sach other. In a long, chilling winter, he had died. 

My mother slept for years, her eyes protected from the vulgar 
sunlight because ‘already her visions were too many, the mirages, the 
maelstroms, the whirlwinds, her mind being that which could be oriented 
only through disorientation, through being forever lost. Sometimes, her 
eyes enlarged, shining in: darkness, she saw, over her swollen head, red- 
tinged balloon fishes with all their streamers streaming, and she was 
the drowned swimmer caught among these negligee ribbons, borne 
forever downward. Peering stonily at her through miles of opaque, sunless 
water, there might be gargoyle faces, gods with their bulging heads, livid 
mouths, foaming curls. Sometimes, she floated dead upon the surface, her 
ightless face shadowed by clouds and seagulls. and thus she stayed 
for hours, staring at a dark and watery sky. She had stayed under water 
for longer than anyone knew, never for once losing her consciousness, 
ler awareness of events, far ripplings, movings, stirrings, shadows. She 
nad been everywhere in the world of water. A herd of barking seals 
vould sometimes swim into her sheltered bedroom, the Eskimo hunter 
ursueing with his spear. Sometimes it was a drawing room with great 
chandeliers of ice, frozen fountains, cascades reaching from the sky. She 
rad stayed under earth for six-months at a time, frozen as crystal, had 
vandered through the world of the underground, had plucked, in that 
lark. abode of shades, the golden apples of Hesperides, those which 
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had turned to dust in her mouth, had climbed Jacob’s ladder to heaw 
or some more distant place which was nowhere but in theory. She it 
been herself only as she had been projected upon the consciousness 
others, fragments, a spirit easily broken, a flickering light that had gx 
out in minds less responsible and less responsive than hers. 

There was no bare, empty moment, none which might not be fill. 
with a vast, splendid excitement. Lying in bed always and seldc 
visited by any real person, she might think she was always elsewhe 
that perhaps she was someone she had never met. She might always | 
the spectator, in memory, of some vanished regatta of ghostly sail-boar 
their wings as pale as moths, or she might always attend, in memop 
a dazzling ball where she had danced with many partners, or she mig; 
participate again in those old, vague archery tournaments where, wii 
her hat profusely veiled, she had lifted her veils and scarves only lop 
enough to take aim at a wavering target. To fill those moments whid 
otherwise might have been bare and empty and dark, she might alwa: 
return to the past as it had not been lived, that theme of affirmatic 
which she had always known, remember forever one lingering insta» 
as of that day when, twirling her white umbrella in the cold, moo: 
washed Roman sunlight, she had refused, gently and finally, as sk 
had hoped, in a marble drawing room furnished with the sarcophagi « 
angelic cardinals and children dead in infancy, the young Mr. Spitzer 
proffered hand, his offer of marriage due to his eager assurance th: 
they should withdraw at an early date from the bitter world of th: 
material chaos, he to write his beautiful and elegiac music which 2 
ears should hear, she to dream, providing those endless, rapturous visior 
like bubbles of light breaking on some far shore, memories ineffab! 
as an angel’s wings, intuitions, moods, harmonies temporal which È 
might encompass with the harmony divine, the omniscience of love, ho 
she had answered only that, heavily and with hesitant heart, she mu 
prefer his brother to him, for if it had been a question of things physica 
there could have been no difference in her eyes, but her preference wi 
always his brother’s wild, worldly, mercurial spirit, not his. And h 
brother had still been alive, the better on horses, which horse woul 
come in first, the one no one else had thought would win. She woul 
remember, for hours on end, Mr. Spitzer’s withdrawing face, so like h 
brother’s, his turning gradually away into the dusk, her feeling of chagri 
that there should be these great bodily resemblances beclouding di 
similars, a world of difference, that the Mr. Spitzer who loved her an 
had offered her his hand was not the Mr. Spitzer she loved and who: 
hand she might conceivably have accepted. Propped up on her lac 
frilled pillows, her cheeks powdered, her head roaring with dreams, sl 
might also live through all those old romances which had never take 
place, or she would ride in a carrozza with a dead prince through narro 
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¡midnight streets past palaces like great warehouses, or she would visit 
‘the house of some old friend whom she had never known in life. 

To fill those moments which otherwise might haye been void, empty 
and dark, timeless and without excitement, she might also always go 
out riding with James still at the wheel, though she surely knew that : 
the ex-chauffeur had left her employment long years ago, absconding 
with her old-fashioned automobile when he might so well have taken 
her priceless pearls, driving perhaps as far as to Alaska and a world 
of snow, perhaps even farther, evading the police and every mortal 
trace. That James was absent, made him always present, still at the 
‘steering wheel, just as he had been before, an ex-convict who, while 
in her services and upon parole to Mr. Spitzer whose brother’s friend he 
had been, had preferred to keep his head shaven, as his employment with 
her had seemed to him only the extension of his prison sentence. He 
had yearned for the open spaces, for his untrammeled freedom, to get 
away from civilization, to shoot a moose and see the tears of the dying 
moose which takes a long time dying, and he had been always taciturn 
and unexpressive. She could only complain that she had not seen his 
face for years. He was always still at the wheel, his eyes steely with 
purpose, his shaven head as familiar to her as if he had not long ago 
disappeared, and he was still driving to the ambiguity of Alaska, still 
evading, of course, the stupid police. The mileage had increased beyond 
even that perilous and endless distance, however, for she was always 
riding with him, talking through an imaginary horn, her commands as 
imperious as they had ever been, as helpless as ever, he being insolent, 
silent, never answering her least remark. Her lips were so frozen she 
could hardly speak, her limbs so cold she could hardly zıvve, her life 
unprotected, she being at the pity of this monster, her countless pearls 
running through her thin fingers, as many pearls as hailstones. Why had 
she come so thinly dressed, she would often ask, if they were going 
to Alaska, that cold place? 

Obviously, she should have been appropriately dressed for a journey 
into the freezing ether, that which caused her pearls and her opals to 
crack and broke her mirror into fragments. She would call for her white 
ermine stole, a pair of elbow-length lace gloves, her fan, her motor veil, 
her white garden hat, the things to keep her from the cold, her white 
umbrella or several white umbrellas, her smelling salts, her camphor, 
her lace handkerchief, for she was on her way to Alaska, a place of ex- 
treme coldness where the snow creeps down the mountains, where the ani- 
mals put on thicker coats, where the snow dogs mush ahead of the sleds, 
where only a few Eskimoes should be seen. A handkerchief dropping 
should cause a great hole in the ice, an avalanche of icebergs, a ghostly 
regatta. There would be great snowbirds with red bills and only a few 
patches of purple grass, and then there would be nothing. They had 
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started out definitely for Alaska, she and James, several years ago, 
at the wheel, she would reason, so she simply could not understand, t: 
save her life, why they had never reached Alaska, its mountains cloake: 
with snow and ice, its corrugated lakes of silver stillness, why, aft 
all this mileage, all this gasoline, they were still pursueing the lon 
pale, monotonous street of an endless city, something mercantile, as shi 
would say, why they must pass the same tortured houses again and agai 
or buildings only slightly different from each other, piano-tuning factorie 
which had been closed for years, furriers’ lofts, dental supply establish! 
ments, the blue, bulbous, rain-washed dome of an old Greek churck 
in a neighborhood of extreme poverty, the ferris wheel rusted agains: 
the sky, why they were always crossing Brooklyn Bridge in that frozem 
.unholy atmosphere where the smoke of the ship’s chimney was congealee 
in some terrifying shape, where the sound of the traffic whistle came 
always two seconds late, where the human voice was not heard until 
an hour or years after it had spoken. 

Home, James, she would say, helplessly, for where is home? Home 
James, for is there no turning? If we cannot get off this street, how 
did we get on it? Why this same barber pole always again? Ther« 
is a stop light, James, but go through the stop light, for it will make 
no difference. Stop at the green light, James. Go through the red light 
Pay no attention to the other drivers with cars. James, do you no 
hear my voice? James, why have you not answered me? 

The beauty, the fascination of James was that he, an innocent mar 
who had been falsely accused of rape by his last mistress, the ugly 
old woman, and who had served an unjust sentence breaking great rock: 
for a state highway, the ex-convict whom my mother had employed a 
Mr. Spitzer’s suggestion and with full knowledge of his aggrieved histor: 
and of his desire for revenge against human society, an excellent sho 
who had practiced for years while in her service and could not mis: 
the seagull on the wing, was plotting to kill her when they reache« 
Alaska, an expanse of frozen waters between two ranges of ice-bounc 
capes or crystal head-lands, there where would be no one to hear hei 
crying out, no one to follow her bloody tracks across the mesa o 
snow, but that his first intention, however, was to first kill her father 
the old ritualist who was already dead, the old gentleman with the lon; 
white hair and the burro’s beard and star-lighted eyes, sometimes movin 
like Mr. Chandelier across the sky, sometimes part of the immovabl 
starlight, there where the stars would be brightest and incorruptible 
James would shoot at the starlight or at the shooting stars or at anythin: 
which moved. The nights might last forever, or there would be ont: 
a moment, the sun dipping below the horizon and immediately arisin 
again. Knowing full well James’ unswerving intention, that he wa 
‘absolutely ruthless and determined and would stop at nothing, yet sh 
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vas unable to call out for help, as she would say, for who would ever 
ıear her in that frozen land where the bell-clappers were broken? Her 
aands shivered with the cold, and there were ice-packs on her head, 
and she was eating ice-cream, and she was driving forever in Brooklyn 
or some such foreign place inorder to reach the hallucinatory goal, 
Alaska, that which she could not reach. The smell of magnolias made 
heavy the summer air. There were purple trees like puffs of smoke. 
The numberless pearls ran through her stiffening fingers. 

It had not been her chauffeur upon whom her life depended, however. 
There had been many dead selves, and there had been one, and there 
had been none, she would complain. Her only faithful companion had 
been nothing human, only a plain little bird, only a yellow canary with 
a glassy eye and ruffled wing, and on this, her life and everything else 
depended. This little yellow canary, sleeping in a gilded cage at her 
elbow, delicate as a puff of opium-colored smoke, its smooth head tucked 
under its wing, was all that had ever stood between her and tides of 
death, as she would used to say, and so long as this bird lived, she 
could not die. If ever this little bird went, then she must go, too, 
searching through all the realms of death with an empty bird cage and 
a package of bird seed in her hands. This little yellow canary, however, 
sleeping its life away, hardly ever moving, had been drugged by the 
poisonous atmosphere itself, perhaps by the opium in her gilded coffee 
cup where it would perch for a moment after its bath, and it was as 
changeable as her own dead selves, for it had died already many times 
without her knowledge. She did not seem to know this, and if ever this 
little yellow canary departed from her as the others had, she wouid 
complain, if ever it went, taking her heart away as had her human 
companions, the fickle, the changeable, then she must go, too, calling 
its name, and she should be seen no more. Perhaps, however, it might 
live forever, she thought, sleeping with its delicate head turned to one 
side like hers, dreaming its little canary dreams of moths and bumble 
bees and snails and flowers, of other canaries. Perhaps, if it lived long 
enough, it would be an octogenarian canary, and she, when she was 
old, as preserved as she had been when she was young and beautiful, 
no cruel ravagement of time ever to show upon her blissful features, 
so that was why she was always very careful not to disturb the little 
bird brain and its dreams and its tender visions, gentle and calm like 
hers, why the little yellow canary must have everything arranged for 
ils convenience, vases of flowers, a silken bed with a canopy, a dressing 
table with three gold-edged mirrors, a marble bath, many objects for 
its pleasures, many swings, yet though it nearly always slept, and she 
was very careful that it should not be awakened by anyone but her. 
It never sang. Because of its long existence and the tedium of the days, 
she gave to her little yellow canary many names, depending on her moods 
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and her position in space, depending on where she was or might ] 
— Juniper, Tulip, Cellini, Solomon, Methuselah, Marco Polo, Admirı 
Peary, Dante. Her canary, always the same canary, travelled with 
through the ether and across the snow and across the waves. As sb 
did not seem to realize, however, as she never guessed, as even wifi 
her heightened sensibilities she did not dream, her little yellow cana 
had deserved many names and more than she had given, for there h 
been many little yellow canaries, she but presuming the continued ex: 
stence of one, an unbroken continuity of one small life and its dreamr 
this bundle of wilted feathers and this glassy eye as transient as flower 
in a world of everlasting snow. She would notice only perhaps a sligk 
difference in the shade of the bird, in the bird renewed and sleepim 
at her elbow, its head tucked under its wing, and thus the illusion 
were sustained, even by subterfuge. When one bird died, always whet 
she was unconscious, too heavily freighted with dreams to move or stil 
or breathe her last, another was stealthily put into its place in orde 
that, upon her regaining consciousness, she might not notice this los 
of so small a factor in the external reality, that on which reality ha; 
depended, and thus she seemed to live. It was Mr. Spitzer who ha 
arranged, in fact, that there should always be this secret change, thi 
substitution of the living for the dead, another canary always in th 
house, a spare or perhaps several in a housemaid’s bedroom, for nothin 
pleased him but to humor her, to keep her alive, and he was alway 
warning the frightened servants that she must not see the dreadfu 
transaction, the plain deceit, the canary’s funeral, or something wors 
might happen. The whole universe might topple with its sun-streake: 
clouds, the golden cities fade, or the servants might lose their jobs an: 
have no recommendation from anyone. She must not even know th 
bird was drugged, and he urged the utmost secretiveness so that ther 
might be, as he believed, continuing forever in her mind, the schedule 
madness, a continuity of these lost or phantasmagoric events and n 
change as between one day and another, at least no perceptible change 
When one day, however, she saw with her own eyes Marco Polo flyin 
out through an open transom into a wildly blowing thunder storm 
green and yellow and rose-tinged like himself, a suddenly awakene 
bird, she was quite calm, resigned hopelessly to the fact that now sh 
must certainly live, of course, forever, for who could locate one lo: 
canary in a hurricane blowing off the Canary Islands, sweeping al 
continents, even the buried, sweeping all desolate islands, even th 
undiscovered? She would still hear, at times seeming very near he 


a lost canary’s far twitterings. But she thought it was only another drean 
an optical illusion. 


...Always, that old New England sea-coast house with its golden spire 
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nd cornices and broken gates, black flags, flooded paddocks, many roof 
svels, many distorted weathervanes, my mother’s unearthly citadel of 
reams and visions and memories, all those ghostly tides, all those bare 
r ruined gardens, all those graven images, all those broken marble 
latues at the sea’s edge, the Stygian river flowing through a bedroom 
hrouded against the sunlight, the six-winged seraphim, the draperies of 
lowing gold, the golden crowns, the whirling dervishes, the imaginary 
ute-players and rainbows and chauffeurs. Always, the dream of heaven, 
he table set for the wanderer angel. Always, though she was dead, 
ny mother’s dreams... 
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— Cosi, in treno non ci si arriva, lassù... 

— No. E neanche in corriera. 

— Vi ci vogliono tre ore di mulo. E poi no 
d’inverno, s'intende. E neanche quando le nevi s 
sciolgono. Allora, non ce la fareste nemmeno cori 
cinque. 

— Beh... avrà pure un nome. 

— SI, mi pare di si. Dev’essere l’unica cosa che 


abbia. 


All'improvviso dal sentiero dei pascoli, ma ancora molto: 
lontano, arrivò l’abbaiare di un cane. 

Tutti alzammo la testa, 

E poi di due o di tre cani. E poi il rumore dei cam- 
panacci di bronzo. 

Chini attorno al saccone di foglie, al lume della can- 
dela, c'eravamo io, due o tre donne di casa, e più in là qual- 
che vecchia del borgo. Mai assistito a una lezione di ana- 
tomia? Bene. La stessa cosa per noi in certo senso. Dentro 
il cerchio rossastro del moccolo, tutto quel che si poteva ve- 
dere erano le nostre sei facce, attaccate una all’altra come 


davanti a un presepio, e quel saccone di foglie nel mezzo, e 
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un pezzo di muro annerito dal fumo e una trave annerita 
anche più. Tutto il resto era buio. 

« Sentito niente, voi donne? », dissi io alzandomi subito 
in piedi. 

La più vecchia prese il moccolo in mano e lentamente 
andò ad aprir la finestra. Per un minuto fummo tutti nel 
buio. 

L’aria intorno era viola, e viola i sentieri e le erbe dei 
pascoli e i calanchi e le creste dei monti: e in mezzo al- 
l'ombra, lontano, vedemmo scendere al borgo quattro o cin- 
que lanterne. 

« Sono gli uomini che scendon dai pascoli », mormorò 
ritornando da noi, «e fra dieci minuti son qui ». 

Era vero, e cosi respirai. Le parole mi fanno vergogna, 
ecco il fatto: e i commiati non sono mai stati per me. Spe- 
cie quelli. Senza parere mi avviai verso l’uscio. 

« Allora, cosi, reverendo », mi disse una venendomi die- 
tro, «noi lo laviamo e gli facciamo la barba: e a vestirlo 
ci penseranno loro stanotte ». 

«A. cucire il lenzuolo manderò domattina la Melide », 
dissi. « E per le donne che piangono? ». 

« Volevano trecentocinquanta: più mangiare e dormire 
una notte. Facciamo senza, cosi. Tanto più che c’è il caso 
che arrivino anche i nostri parenti da Braino ». 

« Si: forse non ne vale pena », dissi io, « gente non do- 
vrebbe mancarne domani. Lavorava anche nei maggi, o mi 
sbaglio? ». 

« Si. Giacobbe. E una volta re Carlo di Francia. E poi, 
dopo cinquant'anni di pastura su a Bobbio, si finisce che ci 
conoscono tutti ». 

Vicino al saccone di foglie se ne stava seduta la vedova. 
Difficilmente si piange quassú: e anche lei rimaneva immo- 
bile e fissa come la vecchia del Duomo in città che sta li ad 
aspettare il suo soldo. I nipoti erano stati portati in istalla. 

«Buona notte », dissi io a bassa voce, « domattina alle 


sette son qui». 
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Fece segno di si con la testa. Due o tre donne mi a 
compagnarono giü. 

Adesso cani e campanacci di bronzo si sentivano anch‘ 
più chiaramente, misti a tratti a un rumore di peste. Diem 
un vetro un bambino tossiva e nelle stalle si sentivano calc 
‘di mulo e rumore di morsi di ferro. Cominciava a far fredde 
Attraversai la piazzetta di pietre e due strade non più lax 
‘ghe di un braccio: cosi strette, vi dico, che un Falstaff comi 
‘me deve strisciarci coi gomiti contro. 

Dallo stagno mi voltai per guardare giù in basso. Setti 
case. Sette case addossate e nient'altro: più due strade di sass 
‘un cortile che chiamano piazza, e uno stagno e un canale 
e montagne fin quanto ne vuoi. 

Le tre vecchie erano ancora là ferme, proprio dallo sc 
“lino di casa, sotto la finestra illuminata ed aperta. 

« Ecco tutta Montelice », dissi. « Tutta quanta: e nessun 
lo sa». 

E salii per la strada di monte. 


II 


Io alzai appena appena le spalle. 

Non dirö che fosse una sciocca domanda, come al mo 
mento poté anche sembrarmi: il fatto & che sciocca sarebbe 
stata qualsiasi risposta. 


Il giovanotto mi guardava aspettando. Si, avra avuto ven 
vanni. E poi forse neanche: diciotto. Diciotto, a ogni modo 
‘è Teta che si meritava: e, fatta eccezione della sua tona 
nera, impossibile imbattersi al mondo in qualcosa pit 
di lui. 

« Cosa fanno qui a Montelice? » dissi. « Beh. Vivono... 
‘ecco. Vivono e hasta, mi pare». | | 


’ . de, È È | 
L’amico non dovette sentirsi gran che soddisfatto. Mi ave: 
va sorpreso li, sulla mia seggiola, senza nemmeno le scarpe,; 


con una corporatura e una faccia alla Falstaff, e anche uni 
| 

| 

y 
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VUE) E i . | 
po’ addormentato per giunta: e adesso, ecco, anche quella 
risposta. 

Per fortuna era ancora piuttosto educato e in certo senso 
perfino distinto: una cosa nuova nuova, who detto, appena 
uscita dal conio. 

« Ah. Capisco », ebbe la presenza di dire, come se si fosse 
trattato in realtà di un’informazione confidenziale è precisa; 
(Vi capisco benissimo. Vivono ». 


Era il nuovo curato di Braino. Appena appena arrivato 
era presa la briga di salir fin da me a consigliarsi. E a far 
sonescenza con me, si capisce. Mi aveva subito chiesto un bel 
mucchio di cose, ballo, comunisti, moralità e via dicendo, e 
utto sommato non mostrava voglia di andarsene via tanto 
presto. Ma ogni cosa col massimo garbo, e sempre di striscio, 
rosi, senza nemmeno parere. Starlo a sentire era un po’ un 
livertimento per me. Beh, anche una cosa triste però. Un 
poco triste. Voi guardate il vestito di quell’ometto laggiú, im- 
jiegato al Comune o anche vedovo, e la prima cosa che vien 
la pensare è che un giorno è stato nuovo anche lui. E anche 
‘ometto, s'intende. 

« E poi muoiono », aggiunsi. 

Coi miei sessant'anni passati e quelle scarpe slacciate li 
n terra, non c’era per niente pericolo che potessi passare per 
inico. 

« Si. Qui non succede niente di niente. E neppure a Brai- 
10, vedrete. E neppure in tutta quanta la zona fino quasi alla 
alle. Gli uomini sono ai pascoli, adesso, e non tornano pri- 
na di notte: qualcun altro sta verso le torbe, e le donne a 
ar legna qua e là. Se vi affacciate un momento in istrada, 
utt’al più riuscirete a trovare una vecchia a soffiar sul for- 
ello. Sempre che abbiate fortuna... O una capra. Magari 
nche solo una capra. (In certo senso le padrone del paese 
on loro: stanno affacciate perfino sugli usci a godersi il pas- 
eggio se c'è). E fra due settimane non troverete più neanche 
uelle. L'inverno viene presto da noi, e dura quasi mez- 


‘anno ». 
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Non mi doveva credere molto, e benevolmente anche 


po’ disprezzarmi. 

« Alludevo alla gente... agli uomini », precisò lui civi 
mente. 

« Ah, la gente. La stessa cosa anche li. La vecchia stori 
del medico condotto anche li. Il ragazzo arriva su fresco fre 
sco con il suo centodieci e la lode e s’immagina di fare chis 
sa: gli piace anche di fare un po’ il martire. A certa gent 
— per un po’, si capisce — il martirio non spiace per niente 
Sul momento gira tutta la montagna col mulo, entra in tutt 
le stalle e via ancora. E oltre a tutto, per tenersi informat 
s’abbona anche a tre o quattro riviste ». 

Votai il mio bicchierino di grappa. E anche lui sfiore 
il suo con le labbra, ma appena appena, cosi, come farebb 
uno scoiattolo giovane. 

«Poi s’accorge che non ci sono che casi d'artrite: sciati 
che e artriti, sciatiche e artriti e nient’altro... Allora nor 
gli resta che prescrivere jodio, e ingrassare ». 

Mi rispose semplicemente guardandomi. 

« Sí, come me. Esattamente ». 

« Per caritá », mi sorrise. «Non volevo dir questo ». 

« Beh, posso anche capirvi », dissi io: un po’ troppo pa: 
ternamente ho paura. Ma il ragazzo non era tipo da accettò 
tare regali del genere. 


Si alzò sorridendo. 


« Certo, bisognerà darsi d’attorno », concluse ignorandod 
mi con urbanita. « Bisogna cercare mezzi nuovi. Ogni tempe 
richiede il suo mezzo, trovate? ». 


Aveva ragione, d’accordo, e io avrei potuto tranquilla: 
mente dirgli di si. Il fatto è che lui aveva troppa ragione, € 
questo per me è su per giú come aver torto e anche peggior 
E poi c’erano tante altre cose. Gli risposi in tutt'altra ma 
niera, 


« Una cosa », dissi io. « Siete mai stato in un paese di 
monte, su per giù come questo diciamo, per un mese conti 
nuo di pioggia? ». 
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Mi guardo un po’ stupito. Non piú di tanto, a ogni modo, 
e mi pare anche un po’ divertito, 

| «E magari due mesi di neve? Neve-neve, mi spiego. Cer- 
tamente non come in cittá o come a valle ». 

| Aspettd dove andavo a finire. 

«Io invece si, ci son stato. E per più di trent’anni. Pit 
di trenta Natali, sapete? ». 

Davvero aveva dei numeri, l’uomo. Riusci a guardarmi 
con la più deferente diffidenza del mondo. Adesso, dovevo 
sembrargli un curioso esemplare di tipica fauna locale, nean- 
che troppe antipatico in fondo: l’ultimo dei Mille o la vec- 
chia domestica sorda che ha servito cent’anni in città dalla 
stessa famiglia. 

«E che cosa succede? » mi chiese unicamente per edu- 
cazione, 

« Niente, v’ho detto. Non succede niente di niente », 
cercai di rifarmi. « Solo che nevica e piove. Nevica e piove 
e niente altro ». 

E finalmente trovai anche il coraggio d’infilarmi di nuo- 
vo le scarpe. L’amico ebbe la delicatezza di voltarsi a guar- 
dare il cappello. 

« E la gente » conclusi « se ne sta giù nelle stalle a guar- 
dare la pioggia e la neve. Come i muli e le capre. Cosi ». 

Dalla porta ci fermammo un momento. Qualche cosa do- 
veva pur dirmi. Una capra mise dentro la testa: ci considerò 
un po’ delusa e se ne andò via come uno di casa. Sarebbe 
tornata più tardi. 

« Vedete? » dissi io ancora una volta, seguendo con gli 
occhi la capra. « Niente di niente. Ecco qui ». 

«Beh, qualche volta possono succedere anche incontri 
del genere. Come quello con lei di quest'oggi », sgusciò lui 
sorridendo. « È già qualcosa quassü. Mille grazie ». 

Scese giù dalla parte di Braino. A sinistra voltò. Era 
svelto e slanciato e tutto vestito di nuovo. Si: diciott’anni, 
evidente. La più giovane cosa del mondo. O anche la più 


vecchia: chissà. 
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II 


Fu una sera. Sul finire d'ottobre. 

Me ne venivo giü dalle torbe di monte. Ne contento né 
triste: cosi. Senza nemmeno un pensiero. Era tardi, era fred: 
do, ero ancora per strada: dovevo scendere a casa, ecco tutto: 

L’ombra proprio non era ancor scesa: campanacci di 
core € capre si sentivano a tratti qua e lá un po’ prima dell 
‘prata dei pascoli. Proprio Vora, capite, che la tristezza 
‘vivere sembra venir su assieme al buio e non sapete a c 
darne la’ colpa: brutt'ora. Uno scoiattolo attraversò di co 
la strada sgusciandomi quasi fra i piedi. + 

Solo allora, giù in fondo al canale che scorreva un venti’ 
metri di sotto, china a lavar biancheria o stracci vecchi ot 
budella o qualcosa di simile, vidi una donna un po’ più vec- 
chia di me. Sulla sessantina, sapete. 

In mezzo a tutto quel silenzio e a quel freddo e a quell 
livido e a quell’immobilita un poco tragica, l’unica cosa vi-- 
va era lei. Si chinava, e mi pare anche a fatica, affondava: 
gli stracci nell’acqua, li torceva e sbatteva su un sasso: poii 
li affondava, torceva e sbatteva, e via ancora cosi. Né lenta-- 
mente né in fretta, e senza mai alzare la testa. 


| Mi fermai sopra il ciglio a guardarla. Un sasso scivolò. 
giù, fino in acqua, ma la vecchia nemmeno s’accorse. Sole: 
una volta s’interruppe un momento. Si mise una mano sul! 
fianco, diede un’occhiata alla sua carriola sull’argine e alla 
capra che frugava tra l'erba: e poi ancora riprese. 


« Beh », dissi allora con me, « quando ci si mette sul serio, 
il mondo sa ben essere triste, però. Ha perfino intelligenza 
per questo: e neanche un uomo ci arriverebbe mai e mai. 
Quel che importa però è non accorgersene. E poi gli occhi 
qualche volta sono fatti anche per chiuderli, no? ». 


Una scusa da un soldo, so bene. Ma era tardi. Davvero 


era tardi: si vedevan qua e là due o tre stelle. Continuai la 
mia strada. 
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Ma la serà dopo lo stesso. E cosi Yaltra sera e poi l’altra. 
Alla medesima ora, eccola là ancora in fondo ‘al canale. 

Niente sole, niente luna, non un’anima viva all’intorno: 
quegli stessi campanacci di bronzo un po’ prima della prata. 
lei pascoli e la stessa immobilità dappertutto. 

Padronissimi di riderci sopra, ma anche i sassi a quel- 
‘ora eran tristi, e l’erba, ormai di un color quasi viola, era 
ancora più triste, E lei sempre laggiú, china sopra i lastroni 
li pietra. Affondava nell'acqua gli stracci, li torceva, sbat- 
leva e via ancora. E senza fretta o lentezza: e senza mai 
ılzare la testa. 

Una cosa facile a dirsi, ma dovevate vederla. 

«No », dissi fissandola bene. « Non credo di conoscerla, 
quella: la vecchia non è certo di qui; senza dubbio è un 
accello sbrancato. Sempre meglio, a ogni modo, che sia lei 
a venire da me. Prima o poi vengon tutte, da me. E che cosa 
potrei dirle, oltre a tutto? ». 


| Perché ormai io ero un prete da sagre: ero un prete da 

sagre e nient'altro: su questo non c’era più dubbio. Per un 
matrimonio alla buona e dottrina ai ragazzi e metter d’ac- 
cordo anche sette caprai per un fazzoletto di pascolo non 
ero poi peggio di un altro: e cosi se un marito cominciava 
a usare un po’ troppo la cinghia. Ecco solo il mio pane 
oramai: altra roba non era per me. 


‘Bene. Per cinque sere. io la vidi là in basso. 


Mai messo un rospo in fondo a una tana, anni fa? I ra- 
gazzi lo fanno da noi. Ogni sera lo vanno a vedere, e ogni 
sera trovandolo li, sempre fermo in quel punto preciso, sono 
contenti e scontenti, e non sanno nemmeno il perché. Cosi 
anche per me in certo senso. A neanche due passi dall’ar- 
cine mi auguravo di non trovarcela più: ma una sera che 
lei cambiò posto e sul momento non riuscivo a vederla, fui 
li li per gridarle qualcosa. 

E poi adesso mi sarebbe piaciuto poter farle anche un 
po’ male. Appena appena cosi, si capisce. Naturalmente non 
riuscivo a spiegarmelo; solo capivo benissimo che non c’era 
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neanche un grammo di senso e che venivo per giunta in qu 
sto modo a far male anche a me. Siamo una cosa buffa perú) 
il dente batte, ci spezza la testa, e noi sempre li con la 
gua a far di tutto perché non s’addormenti. 

« Qualche volta », dicevo, « gli occhi son fatti anche pe 
chiuderli. Chiudili e volta la testa anche tu. Non c’é miglio 
regola a volte ». 

Il fatto & che era ormai troppo tardi: e una regola nor 
é che una regola. 


IV 


Ci sara anche da vergognarsi, non dico: e per un prete 
tre volte di piú. Ma un paese che brucia è soltanto un paese 

che brucia, e una guerra soltanto una guerra, e così terre+ 
moto e diluvio. Voglio dire che i grossi flagelli non son mai 
riusciti a toccarmi gran che. Non è più affar nostro, mi pare. 
Nessuno li chiama e non chiaman nessuno, e, oltre a tutto, 
non san niente nemmeno di sé. Vengono e passano e amen. 

E quanto a complicazioni o altre cose del genere da um 
pezzo non ne ho molto di più di quel mulo che bada a man- 
giar la sua ortica: ma la vecchia là in fondo al canale era 
proprio qualcosa di più. Altroché, se lo era. 

Passarono ancora otto giorni: e poi dieci, L'autunno 
era già in agonia. Di notte le siepi brinavano e la luna s’era 
fatta più fredda del sasso, e cosi ferma, rotonda e precisa 
come può essere solo a Natale: le due nubi che l’eran d’at- 
torno parevano aria appannata. Di giorno era meglio, d’ac- 
cordo, e fino alle tre c’era il sole: ma né un ramarro né un 
rospo non vera più dato incontrarlo: una biscia acquaiola 
ancor meno: se n’erano andate da un pezzo e bisognava aspet- 
tare fino a marzo. E questo era già un brutto segno. Alle sei 
scendevate in istrada e non sentivate altro che odor di po- 
lenta e castagne bollite nell’acqua. I campanacci di bronzo 
arrivavano allora li al borgo da un miglio, due miglia e an- 
che pit. E questo era già anche un po’ peggio. 


360 


CASA D’ALTRI 


La vecchia non si fece vedere. 


« Prima o poi vengono tutti, da me. Qui non siamo ne a 
alle o in città », mi dicevo. « Tanto pit che l’inverno è alle 
orte. Finiscono col venir tutti, io lo so, prima o poi. Non 
'e che da star qui ad aspettare. Dovrà uscir dalla tana an- 
he lei ». 


Adesso poi, fra parentesi, avevo preso a chiamarla «la 
ecchia », « quella vecchia dalla capra e gli stecchi», op- 
jure anche «la matta», e altri nomi perfino pit stupidi. 
er esempio, tuonava, pioveva, dalle gronde rotte l’acqua ca- 
leva a gomitoli: e io dicevo soltanto: « Beh, non dovrà es- 
ere troppo allegro per “quella” ». Mai fatto con gli altri 
osi. E anche questo era già un brutto sintomo, 

E invece no. Passò anche l’autunno. Le siepi adesso eran 
olo grovigli di spini: gli uomini stavan già per finire le 
rappole da portare su a monte nei boschi; e la vecchia non 
ıscı dalla tana. 


Feci quello che non avevo mai fatto. Mi decisi a infor- 
narmi di lei. Regalai due pelli di coniglio a un ragazzo che 
u per giù mi faceva da chierico e lo feci andare dal bosco 
i calanchi. Il ragazzo se ne andò in giro due giorni qua e 
à, perché in realtà era un bravo ragazzo, pieno di idee e 
Vespedienti e per quassù anche quasi educato: salí alle torbe, 
> ai calanchi, ed ai pascoli e non riusci a trovar più di tanto. 
Sliene diedi una terza: e lui si spinse ai confini di Bobbio: 
: quel che c’era da sapere lo seppi. 


Viveva sola, al di là del sentiero degli olmi, proprio ai 
margini della parrocchia, e dopo non ci sono che forre tor- 
yiere e anche peggio, se pur peggio è possibile: c’era venuta 
ı stare da poco, e senza dir niente a nessuno, venendo su 
lalle parti di Bobbio dove quattro anni prima i tedeschi 
ivevano bruciato anche i sassi: si chiamava Zelinda Icci fu 
Primo: aveva compiuto i sessantatré l’otto agosto, e adesso 
avava stracci e budella dalla mattina alla sera laggiü dal 
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canale per qualcuno o qualcosa di un paese di valle dove 
c’era gia qualche industria. 

| Ogni sera, al cader delle ombre, se ne veniva su per le 
strada di monte coi suoi stracci e la sua carriola e la capra 
(vinta, pare, a una lotteria di parrocchia): lungo le siepi si 
chinava a ogni passo a prender su sterpi secchi o anche car: 
ta: e davanti al Tabernacolo Jesus si segnava e abbassava la 
testa. Mai una volta alla processione: mai ai Vespri: mai i 
chiesa, 

Quel che venni a sapere fu questo. 

_ «Bene bene», dissi io allegramente, « cosi abbiamo anche: 

la Befana a Montelice. E in un maggio o nell’altro troverema 
anche una parte per lei ». 


Il ragazzo si mise subito a ridere. Ma la cosa non mi 
piacque per niente. 

«E adesso va. E grazie tante », dissi io. 

«E son venuto a sapere anche questa... », cominciò luii 
non riuscendo a star serio. 


«E adesso vattene. Via. Già sparito », lo interruppi bat-- 
tendo le mani. 


E anche lui s’accorse che qualcosa doveva essere cam- 
biato e che adesso spirava nuov’aria, perché scivolò via dalla: 
porta senza aspettare nient'altro. Ma era un ragazzo sveglio.. 
who detto: cosi, prima, mi guardò a un certo modo che erat 
sciocco e non sciocco e nessuno sarebbe riuscito a capircii 
qualcosa. E la cosa mi piacque anche meno. 


Alla sera del nove stavo a insegnar la commedia ai ra-- 
gazzi. S’apri l’uscio e la Melide entrò, con tre o quattro for-- 
maggi di capra. Era appena tornata dall’aver cucito il len-- 
zuolo ad un vecchio. S’avvicinava la loro brutta stagione.. 
Quando l'agonia cominciava la mandavano subito a prendere: 
lei vegliava una notte, due e tre, lo lavava e cuciva il len-. 


zuolo, e ogni volta tornando aveva sempre per le mani qual-: 
cosa. 


«Una vecchia ha bisogno di voi. È nello studio ». 
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«Sara quella della capra e gli stecchi », disse il ragazzo 
on aria d’intesa. 


La Melide prese a guardare me e lui con sospetto. E 
uando vide ch’io mi alzavo di colpo e mandavo a casa i 
agazzi e non m’importava pit d’altro, prese un’aria anche 
iu sospettosa, sí che adesso non andava più via. A suo modo 
ra quasi gelosa di me: come i servi e i bambini, mi spiego. 

«Lo so», dissi, «lo so». (Ed invece era tutta una sto- 
ia). «Le ho detto io di passare di qua ». 

Il ragazzo alzo gli occhi a guardarmi. Non riuseiva sul 
erio a capire. 


«Ah. Ma allora le avete parlato, cosi... ». 


Lo alzai di colpo mezzo braccio da terra e lo portai fino 
quasi sull’uscio. Tutti gli altri si misero a ridere. La Melide 
ion diceva parola. 

‘c E adesso grazie e buona notte e bei sogni », volli fare 
"allegro, « e tutti in gamba fino a domani mattina: ma il fatto 
, brava gente, che per questa sera non ho proprio bisogno 
li voi ». 

Cosi tutti se ne andarono via, e io restai solo in par- 
‘occhia. 

Il corridoio era più buio di un forno, e a guardare la 
striscia di luce che usciva dalla fessura dell’uscio mi sentii 
some uno che è in dehito: il creditore è di là ad aspettarlo, 
> lui intanto non sa come fare, perché il suo lo ha già speso 
la un pezzo e tutto quel che ha è un po’ di rame e in una 
mano ci sta. 

Non m’era mai capitato da secoli, e la cosa mi fece pen- 
are. 

Sentii i ragazzi salutarsi in istrada. Un sasso rotolò per 
a piazza. Una porta e poi un’altra si chiusero. Quello che 
tava alle torbe continuò la sua strada fischiando. 


«E ecco qui la mia vecchia », pensai. 


Dopo un poco aprii Puscio. Era là. 
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V 


Era la prima volta che potevo vederla a due passi, e i 
mi misi a osservarla ben bene. 


Aveva pelle scura e rugosa, e capelli color grigio-passer. 
e vene dure e sporgenti come neanche un uomo le ha. I 
se una pianta può in qualche modo servire a dar l’idea di 
un cristiano, bene, un vecchio ulivo di fosso è quel che ex 
vuole per lei. Aggiungeteci poi due orecchini di rame e 
grembiule nero alla vita ed ai piedi qualcosa come i due zocı 
coli più curiosi del mondo. E aggiungeteci anche una cert’ariä 
di bestia selvatica o di bambino viziato o magari di tutti « 
due insieme. Eccola qui in due parole. A vederla così, mi 
pareva che ormai né stanchezza né noia potessero più quali 
che cosa su lei: si lasciava vivere e basta, ecco tutto. 

Le indicai con una mano la sedia. Ma lei sorrise in m 
niera selvatica e abbassò un po’ la testa e s’avvicinò allo 
scrittoio. 

« Ecco », cominciò un po’ indecisa, « intanto, lei non 
conosce neanche... ». 

« Beh », l’interruppi io sorridendo. « Da un po’ di tempa 
non spira troppo buon’aria per noi, questo è un fatto. Ma & 
questo punto non siamo ancora arrivati, mi pare ». 

E lo dissi in tono da farle capire che tutto quel che 
di un uomo un altr’uomo può venire a sapere, nome, stradas 
mestiere e altro ancora, io ero venuto a saperlo da un pezzo. 
Tutto il resto lo aspettavo proprio da lei. 


« Dicevo », precisò ad occhi obliqui, « che io non mi sono: 
mai fatta vedere qui prima d'oggi... ». 

Tutto sommato un bel tipo: tipo ostinazione mansueta, 
capite? e per un prete tutt'altro che facile. Pensai che fare 
un poco il signore in questo caso non dovesse guastare per 
niente. 

« Beh, l’inverno è dall’uscio, e c'è un mucchio di cose da 
fare: e per voi peggio ancora, suppongo... Chi vi dice di 
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venire in parrocchia? L'importante è non perdere il numero. 
Pud sempre venir buono, ecco tutto ». 


«E io non T'ho perso », disse lei dopo un po’ sorridendo, 
come se usare le mie stesse parole fosse bere al mio stesso 
bicchiere. La confidenza le parve gia troppo forte. 

«E bene che avete fatto. Altroché. Voglio sperare che 
vi possa venir buono sul serio ». 


Neanche adesso si decise a parlare. Né più né meno un 
bambino, vi dico. E allora, per farle svuotar tutto il sacco, 
pensai che non c’era altro mezzo che fare come se lei nem- 
meno ci fosse. Li, sullo scrittoio, c'era un lunario di cinque 
o sei anni passati, e io lo presi e mi misi a sfogliarlo e a 
guardare come fosse gran che. 

«Ecco qui », mi dicevo, «la vecchia non ha ancora par- 
lato, e può darsi che si faccia ancora pregare e pregare e 
dica ancora di no per un anno. E più tarda a parlare, più 
è segno che la cosa è importante. Piü è segno che la cosa è 
importante, lo so: fino a qui riesco ancora a arrivarci. Ma ho 
gran paura sul serio di non poter servir più per un caso del 
genere. Tutto questo è un’altra lingua per me... Sagre, olii 
santi, un matrimonio alla buona, ecco il mio pane oramai. 

E pensai a quel che ero a vent'anni, quando leggevo di 
tutto, e su una frase dei Padri riuscivo a parlare qualcosa 
come un’ora, due ore e anche più, e nel Seminario per giunta 
mi chiamavano il « Doctor Ironicus »: e intanto provavo quel 
che prova l’amico che si ferma con la sua mercanzia a una 
locanda di strada maestra, e li viene a sapere che ha sba- 
gliato paese e deve tornarsene indietro: ma ormai è tardi, 
già cala la sera, e la gente ritorna dai campi e gli avventori 
sotto la pergola cominciano allegramente col vino. 

« Sono venuta per una domanda », si fece animo lei. 

Neanche allora volli alzare la testa. Ma la vecchia non 
disse di più. Indugiava ancora: non scendeva dal ramo. Per 
conto mio ripigliai a sfogliare il lunario e a guardare pesci 


e montoni e tutti quei consigli sui raccolti e le semine. « Che 
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aspetti pure un altr’anno, se vuole. Un prete che ha fretta » 
pensavo, «non vale piü della sua tonaca vecchia ». 

« Ecco », apri finalmente la bocca, « io volevo domandar 
nient’altro che questo... ». 

Io guardavo il lunario e tacevo. Per un poco ritacque a 
che lei. Dal sentiero di monte arrivò l’abbaiare di un can 
E poi di due o di tre cani. E poi il rumore dei campanacet 
di bronzo. I primi greggi tornavan dai pascoli. 

« È vero o no che anche voi... si, la Chiesa... ammett 
che due che si sono sposati possono anche dividersi, e uno « 
libero poi di sposare chi vuole? ». i 


VI 


Un uomo può arrabbiarsi anche per meno di questo: 
per molto meno, io lo so: e lo stesso un povero prete. 


Misi il lunario da parte e la guardai in mezzo agli occhi. 
e la mia faccia non dovette certo garbarle gran che, perché 
lei prese subito a guardarsi di striscio le scarpe, e a tirarsi: 
e a lisciarsi il grembiule, e far cose perfino piú sciocche: e: 
intanto si ritirò come in se stessa, né più né meno che unt 
riccio se qualcuno lo tocca. Per giorni e giorni non avevot 
pensato ad altro che a lei, ero andato ogni sera al canale e: 
ci avevo fatto anche su gran disegni: ed adesso ecco qua: 
tutto quel che ne usciva era una storia da far rider le stalle: 
per tutto quanto l’inverno. 


« Beh, mi pare che vi siate messa per strada un po’ tar-- 
di», volli fare l’ironico, 


« Non è questo », disse lei dolcemente, « volevo solo sa- 
pere se la Chiesa lo ammette. Sono venuta per questo, da voi. 
Per esempio... ». 


« Ma vogliamo scherzare? La Chiesa non lo ammette per 
niente », la interruppi anche un po’ risentito. « E, se volete 
saperlo, non potrebbe far niente di meglio ». | 
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| « Lo so, lo so... io lo so bene. La Chiesa dice sempre cosi. 
Putti i preti lo dicono. Anche quello di Bobbio». 


| «Si capisce. Come no? Si capisce. E anche in Cina e 
anche in Africa e in tutti-i posti dove c'è un ‘mezzo prete, 
lo dicono ». 


«Oh, ma è giusto che faccian cosi, si capisce. Dovete, 
fare cosi. È nient'altro che il vostro dovere. Io vi capisco 
benissimo, voi ».. 


Ma il più bello era che adesso la vecchia s'era messa a 
parlare con una cert’aria di complicità superiore: e questo 
davvero era troppo: e fui li li per mettermi a ridere. 


« Dobbiamo? Che cosa dobbiamo? Ma è cosi: è cosi, que- 
to è il fatto. È la Chiesa che lo vuole, capite?, e con tutte 
le ragioni del mondo, e da mille anni a dir poco. E neanche 
an vescovo può cambiarla di un dito. Figuratevi un prete ». 

Mi guardò come si guarda un bambino. 

« Lo so », ripeté lei con dolcezza. « Queste cose le so come 
ın’altra: oltre tutto sono stata una Figlia di Maria tempo 
fa... Non è questo. Io voglio dire che mi hanno detto che 
lelle volte ci sono casi particolari... diversi, e che allora si 
può. Voi non parlate mai di questi casi alla predica (e io 
ri capisco... Come no? Vi capisco benissimo), e invece poi i 
‘asi ci sono. A me hanno detto cosi ». 

Roba da strapparsi i capelli. 

« Beh, si. Casi speciali ci sono », dovetti arrendermi io, 
«casi specialissimi ecco. Ma cosi pochi, vedete », mi rivalsi 
li colpo, « che è come nemmeno ci fossero. Uno su ventimila, 
u centomila a esser larghi, e magari anche meno. E quando 
ri sembra di trovarvi davanti al caso più strano del mondo, 
jene, pensate che non è ancora strano abbastanza, che ei 
nanca ancora qualcosa, e non sbaglierete per niente. Ed è 
in’ottima regola, questa ». 

«Ma ci sono», insisté lei sempre dolce e implacabile, 
gnorando senza pietà tutte le mie spiegazioni. « Voi non ne 
arlate mai nelle prediche, e poi i casi ci sono lo stesso ». 
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«Sí, si, ve l'ho detto, Zelinda Icci, l'ho detto. Specia 
simi casi. Come però neanche ci fossero ». 


«E così la regola non serve pit... ». 


«Per questi specialissimi casi no, va da se». 


« Dimodoché », disse lei come a se stessa, « cosi non € 


nemmeno peccato ». 


« Dimodoché non c’è nemmeno peccato », ripetei. «E s 
volete saperlo, anche questa è una giustissima cosa, credetd 
mi. E se volete saperne anche un’altra, ecco qui: sempre dett 
fra noi, oltre a tutto ci vuole un sacco di soldi: e son cos 
che non finiscono mai. Date retta; anni ed anni. In un case 
ricordo, ce ne vollero dodici o tredici. Tredici anni, Zelind 
mi spiego: e la prima comunione l’abbiam fatta da un pezza 
noi due ». 

«Non è questo », fece lei dopo un po’, a modo suo coms 
una grande signora. 


« E più soldi che a comprarsi una casa », insistei. 


Ed allora successe qualcosa. La mia vecchia si guardò u 
poco intorno e poi diede un’occhiata anche all’uscio e 
un po’ stette li ad ascoltare. Si. Qualcosa doveva accadere: 
qualcosa era già per l’aria, vi dico: e di colpo, senza sape 
perché mi fu più chiaro del sole che tutte quelle sue scioo 
che domande sul matrimonio e la regola e sui casi specia 
e via ancora non erano più che un pretesto: e se io le avev: 
prese sul serio e mi ci ero per giunta arrabbiato, bene, tanti 
peggio per me. À ciascuno il suo, e cosi sia. Ecco un pret 
in pensione oramai. 


« Vedete », cominciò infatti lei, « adesso ci sarebbe anch 


una cosa... Se vogliamo quella di prima era un po’ una mae 
lizia. Io volevo... ». 


In quel momento di là sulla strada si senti un rumore 
di campanacci di bronzo e un fruscio come d’erba medica « 
d’acqua che prendeva tutta quanta la via, e un'infinità di 
peste leggere, i belati Ombre bianche e ombre nere scon 
revan via dietro il vetro. Gli spinoni abbaiavano forte. Cos 
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che lei s’interruppe nel mezzo e porse orecchio al rumore, 
> nemmeno accennava a riprendere. 
_ Dicevamo, Zelinda... », tentai io con ben poca speranza. 

«No. Un’altra volta», s’affrettd come a chiedere scusa, 
«adesso è ormai troppo tardi. Son tornati perfino i pastori 
> a momenti è già notte. Un'altra volta, semmai. Verrò un’al- 
tra volta da voi. Di sicuro ». 

Per quella sera capii che non c’era proprio più niente 
da fare: e tutto quel che potevo era alzarmi con lei e accom- 
pagnarla giù fino al sagrato. Adesso era uscita la luna: ma 
c'era cosi freddo all'intorno che pareva rabbrividire anche 
lei. L’aria intorno era blu: e blu i sentieri e le erbe dei pa- 
scoli e i calanchi e le macchie dei boschi. Sulla strada di 
monte e al di là delle siepi di stecchi non si vedeva nessuno, 
e fino all’altro mattino sarebbe stato cosi. Si sentiva un bam- 
bino tossire e un rumore di morsi di ferro. Un carbonaio 
attraversò la piazzetta con in mano cavezza e lanterna: con- 
duceva alla stalla il suo mulo. 

Ero triste come un ragazzo, parola: e lasciarla andare 
cosi era più di quel che potessi permettermi. 

_ «Ehila, Zelinda », gridai, « ascoltate un momento. Fer- 


matevi ». 


Lei si volse a guardarmi, e io mi sentii imbarazzato di 
colpo. 

« So bene che siete venuta quassü solo per farmi una do- 
manda, lo so. Ma che cosa ne dite, Zelinda, se adesso ve ne 
accio una io? Io ho risposto a tutte le vostre, vedete, e se 
lomani ne avete qualche altra, ormai adesso sapete il mio 
1UmEero ». 

Lei rimase in attesa e non disse parola. Non che si mo- 
trasse ostile, non questo: solo che riprendeva gia a far come 
] riccio. 

« Zelinda », cominciai quando le fui a neanche un passo, 
«voglio essere franco con voi. Voi ve ne state tutto il giorno 
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li in fondo al canale a lavar biancheria e stracci vecchi, no 
conoscete nessuno, non vi fermate mai con nessuno, ed a v 
spro via subito a casa. E questa sera, cosi, tutt’a un tratt 
vi prendete la briga di venir su da me, a far due chilometn 
buoni in soprappiú degli otto che fate ogni giorno, e poi ms 
chiedete... mi chiedete quel che m'avete chiesto, ecco tuttor 
Bene: ho fatto da maniscalco, da dottore e da tutto, e nor 
c'è cosa purtroppo che mi possa più far meraviglia. Ma quest 
sto mi è parso strano piuttosto... una cosa curiosa, sul serio »\ 


Neanche adesso lei disse parola. 

«Siete ben sicura, Zelinda, di non aver proprio altro de 
dirmi? ». 

La vecchia parve un poco indugiare. 


« Siete proprio sicura », provai ancora ad insistere, « 
avermi chiesto davvero ogni cosa? ». 


«Si... Si», rispose lei un po’ a fatica. «Io volevo saper 
solo questo. Se anche da voi qualche volta si può non badar 
alla regola: se la regola non vale per tutti... Io un po’ m 
l’ero già immaginata da me. Non era giusto, pensavo, che 1 
regola valga per tutti. Qualche volta non deve valere; pe 
forza: e dov'è la giustizia, se no? Ma sono contenta di averla 
sentito dire proprio da uno di voi. Detto da voi è un’altra: 
cosa. È diverso... Buona notte ». 

« Buona notte », dissi io. 

Mi appoggiai con un braccio contro il melo che sta sull 
sagrato e cogli occhi la seguii per un po’. 

Andava via lentamente, e anche un poco a fatica direi, 
sicché prima che sparisse alla svolta dovette passare del tem- 
po. Alla curva scomparve subito lei: e poi, dopo un po’, la 
sua ombra; ma il rumore dei tacchi mi arrivò ancora per: 


qualche minuto. 


Quando non sentii proprio piü niente, tornai dentro in 
parrocchia. 


370 


CASA D’ALTRI 


VII 


Si capisce che la vecchia non si fece vedere in parroc- 
shia. Né il giorno dopo né gli altri. 

E io poi non riuscivo a trovare neanche quella mezz’ora 
li tempo per andar giti al canale da lei. Ma un prete di 
nontagna lo sapete anche voi che cos’é: certi mesi dell’anno 
— per esempio, novembre — ci vogliono un maniscalco, un 
lottore, di quelli appena sbarcati perd, e poi un postino e 
in barbiere per mettere insieme si e no il lavoro che lui fa 
la solo. E adesso era proprio novembre. 

Ora, il curioso della storia era questo: ogni giorno ci 
Jensavo di più, e avevo certi pudori e ritegni che non cono- 
cevo da almeno trent’anni, e delicatezza da far quasi ri- 
lere. Ma provate a usare coltello e forchetta quassü: o par- 
are italiano decente: o anche solo a dar la destra a una 
lonna. Si rifugian di colpo nel guscio. Tutto quello che po- 
rete ottenere sara un cenno di testa e nient’altro quando li 
fiorate passando col gomito: d’andare pit in là non sperateci. 

E anche me mi guardavano gia con sospetto, come guar- 
lavano parlare gli inglesi. E in confessione anche peggio. Par- 
avo e parlavo, e poi ecco dovevo fermarmi e cominciare a 
radurmi. 

« Ma si, si», mi dicevo quando il chierico mi sfilava una 
carpa e poi l’altra, e alla fine potevo sedermi, «ma se é 
ncora più chiaro del sole. La questione del matrimonio e 
utte quelle domande da un soldo non l’interessano tanto cosi. 
= positivo. E solo un povero diavolo come te, solo un povero 
rete da sagra e lotteria come te, poteva prenderla un mo- 
nento sul serio. Ma pensaci solo un minuto, se ancora riesci 
| pensare. Una donna di sessant'anni e anche pit, che fa quel 
he fa lei, che passa la sua giornata al canale a lavar stracci 
ecchi e budella e fa sette chilometri al giorno per andare 
| portarli giú a valle, e tutti i giorni dell’anno cosi, che non 
1a neanche un cane né un morto, e non saluta nessuno e. 
lessuno si interessa di lei, si capisce che avrà pur qualcosa 
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avrebbe capito da un pezzo. Pensa al prete di Braino, figux 
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da chiedere. E si capisce anche che venga a chiederlo a t 
galantuomo, che sei l’unico in tutto il paese a essere vestita 
cosi e stai per giunta a dozzina da Dio. E chiunque altro 1 


DE ca: 
, I 


rati ». 

E il giorno dopo magari il contrario. 

«Bene bene. Lasciamo in pace la vecchia talpa oramaii 
Spolveriamoci il cuore e non pensiamoci pit ». 

Poi arrivò quella sera. 

Era buio e già c’era la luna: i monti e le siepi e le strade 
e le lapidi del cimitero (fatta eccezione dei boschi che no 
eran nient'altro che macchie) apparivano più chiari che al 
sole. Non erano ancora le sette, e in ogni casa la vecchia 
prendeva il filo e faceva le parti. 


Dietro il bersò della vecchia osteria mi sembrò di veder 
delle ombre. S’aggiravan attente qua e là in mezzo alle fra 
sche già spoglie: aspettavan di certo qualcuno: e anche 
ladro scoperto in parrocchia avrebbe dato un po’ meno so 
spetto. Poi, dalla parte del Valico, qualcheduno fischiò i 
modo strano. Un'altra ombra arrivò a tutta corsa e spari tr 


le frasche anche lei; e cosi s’acquattarono tutti. 


Non sono più curioso di un altro, ma m’ero messo altr 
volte a guardare per meno di questo: un ladro è un ladro. 
due ladri non più che due ladri, ma sei o sette ombre di nott 
che si gettano dietro un cespuglio è una storia da dar da 
pensare, e poi questi in realtà son difficili tempi. 

Cosi spensi la luce e aprii i vetri e m'accostai alla finestra. 


Passò un minuto; e poi un altro. E la luna pareva guar- 
dare anche lei. Nel silenzio si sentiva il rumore dell’acqua: 
e il crepitar di una frasca già morta, e tutti quegli infiniti 
rumori che nessuno sa mai cosa siano e che sembrano venin 
su a poco a poco dal cuore stesso della notte e dei monti.. 
Ne passò un terzo a fatica. Sul sentiero si sentirono a un trat-- 
to dei passi. Io mi alzai sulla punta dei piedi e mi affacciaii 
anche un po’ alla finestra. Alla svolta del sentiero ‘di monte: 
appari un capra, e una carriola e una vecchia. | 

| 
| 
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| Di colpo, da dietro il bersò, balzaron fuori sei o sette 
ragazzi con latte vuote e coperchi e lamiere e tutto quel ch’é 
rimasto da una festa del genere. E altri tre dalla siepe di 
fronte. Urlando e battendo le latte, le si misero in cerchio a 
ballare. E poi, tutti dietro in corteo. 


La capra era come impazzita: dava calci e testate e cor- 
nate e voleva strappare la corda: e adesso s'impuntava lí in 
mezzo alla strada e adesso dava un gran balzo in avanti. La 
vecchia invece non pensava piú ad altro che a tirare diritto 
coi suoi stracci carriola e ogni cosa, senza dire una mezza 
parola e voltarsi nemmeno una volta: né piú né meno che 
il rospo che bada solo a sparire nel fosso. 


lo non riuscivo a capire. Ascoltavo, guardavo e guardavo, 
ma non ci riuscivo a capire. 


Mi erano vicini oramai. Li potevo vedere di faccia. Il 
figliastro del vedovo Sante le lasció scivolar sulle spalle un 
bel mucchio di pezzi di carta, coriandoli o roba del genere, 
e poi si mise a gridare qualcosa. lo tendevo l’orecchio anche 
piú, ma c'erano sempre i coperchi e le latte, e non potevo 
sentir piú di tanto. 

«I confetti... i confetti », gridavano tutti ridendo. « Ev- 
viva la sposa... I confetti ». 

Ed allora ogni cosa fu chiara. 

« Eh, sí sí, riconosco la firma », mi venne subito in men- 
te. « Qui c’è sotto la Melide, è chiaro. Quella sera ha ascoltato 
alla porta, e ha capito ogni cosa a suo modo, e cosí ha pre- 
parato la festa ». 

Beh. Una sciocchezza del genere non é neanche rara 
quassú. In fondo hanno ancora del bosco. Un tale è appena 
appena diverso da voi, bada solo a tirare il suo sacco e non 
scende a bere in istalla a Natale, e ecco, arriva la sera che 
gli taglian la barba alla capra. 

Non mai piú della barba, s'intende. 

Ma io gia pensavo a domani. 

Aspettai che si avvicinassero ancora. 

« Ehila, ragazzi », gridai quando furono sotto di me. 
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« Brava gente, un momento Aspettate. Aspettate che viene 


più bello. Adesso arriva anche lo sposo ». 

E feci l'atto di scendere git. Là da basso ci fu uno scom 
piglio e un correr matto fra vicoli e siepi e un rotolare 
latte qua e là. La compagnia si disperse di colpo. Senza frett 
o lentezza la mia vecchia spari dietro l’angolo. 

C'era luce: c'era una luce freschissima e tersa e io po» 
tevo vedere ogni cosa: qua e là, sui capelli e le spalle, avev 
ancora quei pezzi di carta. Bastava scuotere appena la test 
perché tutti cadessero giù. Bene. Neanche questo lei fece, 
Macché. Li ignorava, ecco tutto: come ignorava anche m 
affacciato li alla finestra a guardarla passare e sparire. 

La più assurda creatura del mondo. 

«E domani al canale », dissi io quasi allegro. « Occasiones 
migliore ho paura che non venga mai pit. Quella vecchia si-: 
gnora dovrà pur ringraziarmi. Per forza. Anche un negro fa- 
rebbe cosi ». 

Dopo un po’ non sentii più i suoi passi. Una lanternai 
s'accese. Laggiü in fondo scorreva il canale. La lanterna sii 
spense. 

Adesso, sotto la luna, tutto era nitido e placido e fresco 
fino in fondo alla valle e più in là. 

«E domani al canale », pensai. 

Dicono che occasioni del genere faccian contenti ragazzi | 
e ragazze. 


VII 


E cosi il giorno dopo mandai via i ‘miei ragazzi mezz'ora 
prima e un po’ più, e me ne andai giù al canale. 

Era là. 

Mi fermai li sull’argine, proprio sopra di lei: un dieci 
metri. Naturalmente m’aveva visto arrivare fin dalla curva 
a dir poco, ma prima di dar segno d’essersi accorta di me 
pensò bene di farmi fare un bel po’ d’anticamera. La salutai 
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ili lassi con un cenno di testa: lei dal fondo mi fece altret- 
panto. Ma non pit che altrettanto, capite? Solo un cenno di 
lesta. Poi riprese a lavare. 

_ Era tutto quel che passava il convento e non c’era verso 
Wottenere anche un soldo di piú: dimodoché non c'era altro 
la fare che infilare la strada di casa. E cosi per tre o quat- 
\ro giorni. Esattamente cosî. Arrivavo li sopra l’argine, mi 


faro a fare quel po’ d'anticamera, e poi lei mu si 


lira quasi da ridere. 

| « Niente fretta. Niente fretta», dicevo. «La domenica 
vien dopo sei giorni. E è per questo che la chiamano festa ». 
Poi una volta successe qualcosa. 

Erano gia cominciate le piogge. Dappertutto odor d’erba 
bagnata: sotto i boschi al mattino si trovavano mucchi di pas- 
sere morte annegate: l’acqua al canale era intanto cresciuta 
di un braccio e già molti lastroni di pietra eran quasi coperti 
e sparivano. Cosi lei, per chinarsi a lavare, dovette portarsi 
un trecento metri più giù, verso valle. Li per li non riuscivo 
a vederla ed ero già per tornarmene indietro, 

« Purché anche a lei non venga adesso l’idea di dar del 
lavoro alla Melide », dissi. 

Una pietra rotolò dentro l’acqua, e io di colpo m’accorsi 
di lei. Fra là, quasi sotto le frasche. 

Proprio un vero segnale d’intesa: un messaggio con tutte 
le regole. E neanche adesso saprei chi in coscienza possa dire 
d’aver mai ricevuto un biglietto che valesse anche un quarto 
di quello. La mia vecchia m’aveva chiamato, ecco il fatto, e 
quella volta ebbi tanto buon senso da capire che chiamate del 
genere son di quelle che non voglion risposta. 

Amici, non bevete mai fino in fondo al bicchiere. Mi fer- 
mai neanche mezzo minuto. 

Era sera: i fossati correvano a valle: il canale trascinava 
con sé rami d’albero e ogni tanto anche macchie di fango. 


Tornai verso casa. 
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IX 


Farla breve. Le giornate passavano, e lei non mostravz 
per niente di aver voglia di scender dal ramo: e sempre sa: 
rebbe stato cosi. Mi decisi ad andar nella tana. 

Intanto non facevo che spiare le nuvole e sentire per l’aria 
se l’odore di radice bagnata cominciasse ad andarsene via: 
e la Melide a spiare i miei gesti. Ormai non riusciva a far 
altro. E anche un po’ di schiarita arrivò. 

« Bene », mi dissi quel giorno, perché prima di muove 
un passo una ragione devi pure trovarla e far ridere non 
piace a nessuno, «se il tuo mestiere & interessarti di tutti. 
comincia intanto a interessarti di uno: non di più che uno 
solo. Fino in fondo però, fino alla radice a dir poco. Non: 
c'è mezzo migliore cosi per interessarsi sul serio anche di tutt# 
quegli altri. Se no, galantuomo, risparmiati pure il sapone:: 
tutto il resto non è che paesaggio ». 

Non c’era da vantarsene, certo: ma mi par di conoscer 
parecchi che si son fermati un bel pezzo più in qua. 


Ormai aveva smesso di piovere. Le donne avevan rimesso 
i fornelli davanti allo scalino di casa e i pulcini attraversa» 
van la strada: me ne entrarono perfino in parrocchia. A metà 
del mattino venne fuori anche un pezzo di sole. Vecchio ot- 
tone, oro falso, però: da non potersi fidar più che tanto. 

Ma ecco il brutto: dopo dodici giorni di pioggia era pro- 
prio una giornata da gente. 


Cominciarono verso le otto. 


Prima di tutto i sei più vecchi pastori del borgo per via 
della faccenda del maggio. Niente più Gerusalemme, quest’an- 
no. E ancor meno L’Orlando a Parigi. Durante la guerra gli 
spadoni erano stati consegnati ai Tedeschi, una corazza man- 
cava, e via ancora. E non c’era né soldi né tempo. Bene. 
Volevo suggerire qualche altro lavoro dove non ci volessero 
cose del genere? E fosse, oltre a tutto, anche corto? E ci 
fossero pochissime parti? Uno di loro era morto, a settembre: 
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aceva da re Carlo da Giuda e da tutto ed era il meglio di 
utto il versante: ma il fatto & che era morto, a settembre. 
Oro sei erano venuti per questo fino dalle torbe ai confini 
li Bobbio. 

Li per li non riuscii a scovarne nessuno. Pensavo ad al- 
ro, quel giorno. 

« Certo che la Gerusalemme era quel che ci voleva per 
oi », dissi io solo per prendere tempo. Diedi un’occhiata dai 
etri: il sole era li per sparire: nubi blu gli ronzavano at- 
orno. 

Fecero di si colla testa. Il sole, ecco, era sparito, e la 
tanza si fece anche più buia di un cinema, I sei vecchi aspet- 
avano sempre. 

« E richiamava anche un bel mucchio di gente », dissi io 
in po’ distratto. Guardavo sempre le nuvole blu. Dopo tutto 
potevano anche andar oltre, passare. Bastava un fiato di vento 
> anche meno. 

I sei vecchi si guardarono in faccia. 

« Ne venivano fino da valle e anche fino dall’altro ver- 
ante », disse uno. 

« Tanto più, reverendo, che son cinque anni che non fac- 
lamo più maggi quassú », disse quello che stava alle torbe. 

« Si capisce. La guerra...», dissi io tanto per dire. La 
tanza cominciava a schiarirsi di un po’. Forse il sole riu- 
civa a farcela ancora: bastava un fiato e nient’altro. Allungai 
1 collo per guardare a ponente. « Perché non provate I Reali 
li Francia? Anche questo è tutt'altro che male ». 

Ci fu un mezzo consiglio: i sei vecchi si consultarono 
in po’ a bassa voce e poi uno parlò anche per gli altri. 

«Si. Ma per via delle sciabole? Ce ne vogliono cinque 
| dir poco anche lí. E poi costumi e corazze. E le donne? 
Ji sono tre donne in quel maggio, e due per di più molto 
iovani. Chi le trova le giovani, adesso? ». 

Tacevo. Anche quelli tacevano. Si guardarono ancora ne- 
li occhi: e poi tutti guardarono insieme quello che stava 
lalle torbe di Bobbio. 
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« Reverendo, vedete?, ci vorrebbe un lavoro un po’ cor 
to», tornd con pazienza a spiegarmi quello delle torbe d 
Bobbio. «Da lavorarci in sei o sette e anche meno. N 
abbiamo piü spade, ecco il fatto. E poi anche c’é venuto 
morire Grisante, a settembre ». 

« Dite », dissi io senza starci a pensare, « credete che 
tempo stia su? ». 

Tutti quanti guardaron dai vetri. 

« Si potrebbe fare l’estate di S. Martino, per questo. Vi 
me sempre una settimana buona a quel tempo ». 

« No... no. Io dicevo per oggi. Domandavo se oggi no 
vien giú un temporale d’autunno ». 

Ora, passati i settanta, questi pastori metton su barb 
da santi, fattezze da santi e due occhi chiari e celesti com 
neanche un bambino, sicché quando vi guardano in faccia vi 
par sempre di essere in colpa: la verità è che han più fiu 
di un gatto e non riuscite a nascondere niente. 

Avevano fiutato qualcosa. Avevano fiutato di certo. Si 
ravvolsero il loro mantello e se ne andarono via contrariati.. 
Era la prima volta che mi capitava in trent'anni, da quan- 
d’ero salito qui a monte, e la cosa dispiacque anche a me. 


Dalla finestra li vidi prendere il sentiero dei pascoli. Se: 
ne andavano via tutti in fila, sempre dalla parte del fosso, e: 
prima uno e poi l’altro tirarono fuori di sotto i mantelli ii 
formaggi di capra che avevan portato per me. Salirono an-- 
cora un bel po’, e poi si riunirono tutti. Ci fu come una con-- 
giura. Quello delle torbe di Bobbio fu il primo a rimettersii 
in via. Tutti quanti gli tennero dietro. Sparirono a mano si-- 
nistra. 


« Quella non è la via della torba », disse la Melide che: 
mi stava vicino. «Per la torba si sale a diritta. Non ritor-- 
nano a casa, quei la ». 


Mi voltai per guardarla. 


« Quelli scendono a Braino », insisté con un certo di-. 


sprezzo. « Sono capaci di scendere a Braino a consigliarsi col 
prete di là ». | 
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_ Anche questo era la prima volta in trent'anni. 


« Beh. Non mi é mai piaciuto il formaggio di capra », 
a elusi. 


Mi guardava in maniera curiosa. 


«Sa di selvatico », dissi. 


Cosi sia. E anche questo era cosa passata. 

Con due camicie e un colletto ancor nuovo e una cotta 
sata due volte a dir molto e qualcos'altro del genere, alla 
ine riuscii a mettere insieme un fagotto anche più che pas- 
abile: ci infilai in mezzo una rama di frassino e me lo pro- 
ai sulle spalle. 


«Qualcheduno vi cerca di là », entrò in quel momento 
a Melide e rimase sull’uscio a guardarmi. Ero proprio un bel 
0’ imbarazzato. Non che ci fosse niente di male, d’accordo: 
erto ero molto ridicolo. 


Posai il sacco e passai nello studio. 


Stavan li ad aspettarmi due dirigenti delle Figlie di Ma- 
ia, di Grappada, giù a valle. Erano venute su a monte per 
ma storia più vecchia di me: un pellegrinaggio ad Oropa 
, a Loreto o magari anche in tutti e due i posti, che un po’ 
yer mia colpa si rimandava sempre a un altr'anno, e che 
rmai bisognava pur fare. Oramai bisognava pur fare, ripe- 
evano senza guardarmi, questo era fuor discussione, si sa... 
lutte le quote erano già state raccolte. Veramente non tutte: 
| mio elenco, per esempio, mancava. La montagna comin- 
iava già a mormorare... niente di grave: mezze voci sol- 
anto... Almeno per ora, intendiamoci. Mi rendevo ben conto? 
‚apivo? 

Davvero eran gente curiosa. Tenevano gli occhi abbas- 
ati e le labbra strettissime, come fossero offese di tutti e 
i tutto e di me più di ogni altro. Due rimproveri incarnati, 
er dirvi. Ma io non badavo a nient’altro che a tener gli occhi 
quel pezzo di sole. Adesso c’era e di colpo spariva, e poi 
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dopo un po’ riappariva come fosse gia in agonia e resist 


solo per farmi piacere. 

Davanti a loro mi pareva d'aver diciott'anni. Dicevo se 
pre di si. Come no? Si capisce. Ci sarebbe stato senz altre 
quest’anno, e avevo scoperto perfino un progetto che nog 
doveva essere peggio di un altro. 

Lasciarono cadere freddamente la cosa. 

«Si... ma per le domestiche? », chiesero un po’ conté: 
gnose. 

Mi voltai a guardarle come uno che si sia allora allorı 
svegliato. 

« Le domestiche cosa, scusate? ». 

Quelle strinsero le labbra anche più. 

« Si diceva », si degnarono con sofferenza, « se tutte le e: 
domestiche possono essere accolte, oppure solo quelle con u 
servizio di almeno vent'anni ». 

«Beh, io direi tutte... Si, tutte. È la cosa migliore 
pare ». 

Si consultarono un momento con gli occhi. Sotto il nas 
apparve e sparve di colpo qualcosa che per gente del gene 
poteva essere anche un mezzo sorriso d'intesa. Io sentii vaga: 


mente la trappola. 


«Oh, può darsi. Può darsi», ammisero con deferenz:: 
eccessiva. « In questo caso però ci vorrebbero almeno tre mac: 
chine in più. Forse quattro. Ma se lei può procurarcele... 
Se, si capisce, lei è in grado... ». 

Non ero in grado di niente, era chiaro: e lo sapevano 
anche meglio di me. Si misero tutte composte a guardarmi 
per godersi in silenzio l’effetto. Parevano come impagliate. 


« Allora... allora solo quelle con almeno trent'anni. Si. 
forse è meglio cosi. Solo quelle ». 


Mi diedero un’occhiata compunta come a un incompren- 
sibile idiota. E poi ancora si guardaron fra sé. Il sole c’era 
e non c'era: altre nubi venivano da monte: cominciavo sul 
serio a stancarmi. Mi lasciai andare ancor di più sulla seg 
giola con una placidità vergognosa. 
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AG Beh ragazze », dissi io cercando anche un mezzo sba- 
iglio. «Arrivederci a Loreto o ad Oropa o magari anche in 
atti e due i posti. Mettete insieme una bella cosetta, capite? 
la il fatto è che adesso purtroppo ho un bel mucchio di cose 
a fare: e cosi, se non vi dispiace, me ne torno a tirar la 
arretta ». 

Era un passare la parte, lo so: ma cosî le due oneste 
alline se ne andarono via sgambettando. L’ultima cosa che 
idi di loro furono quattro magrissimi stinchi e due cappelli 
on frutta di stoffa, e mi parvero offesi anche quelli. 

Neanche questo mi piacque gran che. 

« Una strana giornata », pensai. « Tutto sommato una 
trana giornata ». 

« Che giorno oggi? », chiesi alla Melide. 

« Mercoledi, sei novembre », mi disse. 

Mercoledi sei novembre. Tutto sommato una ben strana 
iornata. Diversa. 


‘ «Pare che stiamo perdendo clienti », cercai io di scher- 

Tl tono era proprio, però, un po’ sforzato. Certe cose 

on posson piacere. Non c’è nessuno a cui possan piacere. 

La Melide fu li li per parlare. Guardò il pacco e non 
lisse parola. 


Io me lo misi in ispalla ed uscii. 


X 


Cosi mi lasciai indietro le case e lo stagno, e poi la lo- 
anda, e poi camposanto e torbiera, e dopo un poco ero solo, 
i attorno a me non c'erano che gole e calanchi e più in là 
malche pascolo e più in là ancora il costone dei monti. 


Dopo quasi due ore arrivai al sasso scheggiato dove una 
otte il pastore venne ucciso dai sette fratelli: dopo un'altra 


nezz’ora ero là. 
La prima cosa che vidi, un trenta metri giù in basso, fu 
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proprio la capra di lei: e questo era gia un po’ di piü 
quel che m’ero augurato in partenza. 

Ormai era il tramonto: 1a al fondo le gole avevano 
colore della ruggine vecchia e l’aria dava gia nel celeste: 
chi non sapeva che più in là c'era Bobbio poteva anche pe 
sare di trovarsi ai confini del mondo. 

E ecco là la mia vecchia. 

Se ne stava seduta sullo scalino di casa a filare, e n 
guardava né rocca né fuso, e di certo doveva pensare a 
cosa, a una cosa ed a quella soltanto, come il coscritto ii 
prigione in un giorno di festa che appoggia la testa alle sba 
re e nemmeno s’accorge di tutta la gente che passeggia su 
giù fino a sera a due metri sotto di lui. 


«Ecco un incontro come si deve», mi dissi. «Non e” 
nessuno, e poi è l’ora di cena, e il silenzio deve pesare 
bel po’ anche su lei. Oramai dovrà pure discendere ». 


E mi avviai per la china. Ma la vecchia dovette senti 
Senza nemmeno alzar gli occhi, si levò subito in piedi e ra 
colse cesto e conocchia, e tirò la corda alla capra che frugav: 
la siepe, e in un minuto tutto spari dentro l’uscio. Sulli 
strada, li dallo scalino, non rimase che il paio di zoccoli ! 
e io che stavo a guardarli con bastone fagotto e ogni cos 


Non avevo ancora intenzione di far ridere le piante 1 
attorno, tanto più che sentivo — sentivo — che di là dall 
l’usciolo lei restava in ascolto anche adesso: mi rimisi senz'al 
tro per via. 


Dai costoni dei monti e dai pascoli veniva git il colox 
blu della notte. Non c'è più grama compagnia di quell’oras 
Vi sorprendono certi pensieri, e i ricordi v’entrano in corpo: 
«tutto qui? », vi vien fatto di chiedere: sicché un uomo nom 
è più neanche un uomo. Dopo neanche mezz'ora però senti 
il cigolare di un carro. Naturalmente era il sarto. A quell’ora: 
e in quel posto non poteva essere nient'altro che lui. Tornavai 


dal suo ultimo giro prima del cader dell'inverno. Mi fermai 
ad aspettare. Era lui. 


Siccome era stato ai suoi tempi in Savoia e aveva viag- 
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| 
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| 
iato qua e là e faceva quel mestiere da donna, aveva modi 
ali e quali un Francese: mi fece un monte di galanterie e 
entilezze e bonjours e alla fine mi disse se volevo salire con 
ai. 

| «Non state a tentarmi », gli dissi. 

Fece un gesto da mezzo signore. 

« Sareste il primo quest’oggi », disse subito lui. « Non so- 
10 riuscito a tentare nessuno in tutto quanto il mio giro. No: 
ıessuno. Neanche una donna ». 

«Beh. Bisognerebbe prima sentire quel che ne pensa 
'amico », e accennai la sua bestia. 

« Oh, carne benedetta non pesa », disse lui che aveva una 
rase gentile per tutti, e già mi faceva posto sul carro, 

Per tutto il viaggio non dicemmo parola, Era notte, non 
i vedeva una casa, avevamo i colletti bagnati: e due vedovi 
ran meglio di noi. lo avevo fatto il viaggio del povero, e 
ui quasi peggio di me. 

« Neanche un mezzo vestito », usci a un tratto ridendo 
im po’ agro. « Non sono riuscito a vendere neanche un mezzo 
restito, in tutt'oggi. E mi son portato fin sotto i calanchi ». 

« Hanno quelli da soldato », dissi io. « Per l'inverno fanno 
l loro servizio anche quelli ». 

«Va bene. Va bene. Sempre per modo di dire, però », 
lisse lui. « Ma allora perché farmi parlar per mezz'ora ogni 
rolta? Io mi domando questo soltanto. Perché farmi srotolar 
utto il sacco? Andate in Francia o in Savoia e vedrete ». 

Si era voltato a guardarmi. Doveva essere offeso sul serio 
; pretendeva che io gli rispondessi. 

« Vi capisco », dissi io con stanchezza. « Vi posso capire. 
Ma per loro è un divertimento anche quello. E non ne hanno 
nolti altri, ecco il fatto ». 

«E gratuito, oltre a tutto. Ah, bellissima. Io non c’ero 
\eanche arrivato. Parola che c’è quasi da ridere », fece un 
yo’ il superiore. 

«Fa già freddo », dissi io per finire. 


Sentii che mi stava guardando, e anche più attentamente 
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di prima. Mi considerava professionalmente, capite? Per us 
po’ se ne stette in silenzio. Mi guardava e guardava, e tacev, 
« Quella matta... Che matta », pensavo. 

« Sapete una cosa? », mi disse toccandomi il gomito. « € 
nosco dei preti in citta che sotto la tonaca portano calzon: 
alla zuava. Gente in gamba, moderna. Tanto più che nessuna 
s’accorge ». 

Aspettö sorridendo. Io non dissi parola. « Che sia useit 
a pigliare i suoi zoccoli? », pensavo tra me. 

«Per la bicicletta, intendiamoci », s’affretto a precisare 
«E non han neanche torto, a pensarci. Dev’esser molto pi 
comodo, no? Oltre a tutto, dato il caso che li chiami 


e 


notte... ». 


« Si. In città ce ne sono. Può darsi ce ne siano, in città ». 
Si voltò ancora a guardarmi. 

« Ah, ma non solo in città. In montagna, anzi, mi pare... ». 
« Sbaglio o quello è il paese », volli sfuggirgli di mano. 


Con improvvisa dignità l’ometto tirò con forza le brigli 
alla bestia. Si era fatto un altro di colpo. 


« Ecco, io sono arrivato », mi congedò asciutto asciutto, 
e senza aspettare un momento si chinò per staccare la lan- 
terna. «Eh eh, ti abbiamo sfiancato, eh, quest'oggi? », fece 


adesso il gentile con l'asino. « Ti abbiamo rotto le costole,, 
eh? ». 


« Buona notte. Anch’io sono arrivato », dissi io. 


Attraversai la piazzetta di sasso. I miei passi si sentivan 
fin verso Bobbio. Da una stalla uno spinone abbaiò. | 


Appena entrato in parrocchia, il ragazzo mi disse che nel. 
pomeriggio era venuta la vecchia a consegnare due ceri e: 
una lettera: e poi era scesa al canale, e poi era ancora tor-. 
nata a prendersi indietro la lettera. 


«E li sono i suoi ceri », intervenne la Melide. E non riu- 
sciva un momento a sviar gli occhi da sacco e bastone. Ma 
io adesso pensavo alla lettera: a quella e a nient'altro: e 


: ” ’ y . . . | 
perché l’avesse scritta, e a cosa mai poteva esserci dentro, e. 


384 


CASA D’ALTRI 


erché era venuta a riprenderla: e anche se non avessi avuto 
emmeno le scarpe, non ci avrei badato tanto cosi. 

| «E cosi, lei ha portato una lettera? », chiesi ancora al 
'ALAZZO. 

y Fece segno di sí. 

, «E poi pit tardi è tornata a pigliarla? ». 

| «Saran state le quattro », spiegò. 

| Mentalmente provai a fare un mio calcolo. 

m « Allora, non appena mi son messo per via... ». 

| Il ragazzo fece segno di si. 

| Tutti e due mi guardavano fisso. Si aspettavano, è chiaro, 
hissà. 

| « Bene bene », conclusi, «è dalle due che non mangio, 
quest'oggi. Ci sarebbe qualcosa? Mi piacerebbe sul serio man- 
riare qualcosa ». 


XI 


Dovevo incontrarla però qualche tempo più tardi. Una 
rotte. 

Tutto il giorno era piovuto e piovuto come capita solo 
la noi. Non un solo pastore s’era sentito di mettersi in via, 
> tutti se ne stavano li, dietro gli usci, a impagliar seggiole 
> ceste o a preparar le castagne per i giorni del freddo o a 
‘ar trappole da metter nei boschi. I fossi erano già grigi di 
icqua, il canale era in piena, dalle gronde rotte l’acqua ca- 
leva a gomitoli, e non una gallina od un cane o una talpa 
lalla piazzetta fino in fondo alla valle. 

Aprii la finestra che dà sulla piana. Striscie di pioggia 
: odor d'erba bagnata invasero tutta la stanza. 

« No, no, no. Questa non può certo chiamarsi una buona 
iornata per lei», dissi e chiusi di colpo. « E domani sarà 
jeggio ancora, e cosi per tre mesi a dir poco. E a meno che 
on abbia un bel mucchio di lettere da scrivermi e poi ripi- 
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gliarsi, mi pare che per la vecchia signora sara una fes 
tutt’altro che allegra ». | 

E cosi tutto il giorno: ma poi, alle prime ombre, cessòfi 
e quando nelle stalle le lanterne si accesero spuntò ancti 
la luna. Non rotonda come in agosto, s'intende, ma più furb: 
e più lucida e fresca come l’avessero tolta da un secchia 
e tutti i monti con le creste già bianche ed i pascoli e 
cimitero ed i boschi, e git, all’altro lato, la valle, mi si apr 
rono più grandi che mai; tutto giovane e azzurro con 
e là qualche picchio d’argento. 

Si senti uno sparo dalla parte del Valico. E dopo 


non capitava una cosa del genere: la guerra era morta 
un pezzo. Si svegliò tutto il borgo. Da ogni parte calci 
ragli di muli, e pianti di bimbi svegliati di colpo, e gent! 
che s'alzava da letto e veniva a metter l’orecchio sull’uscie 


Ma nessuno tirava il paletto o s’affacciava in istrada, o da 
finestra gridava chi fosse, 


Cosi anch'io, ancora mezzo svestito, non sapevo decides 
mi a uscire: me ne andavo dal letto alla porta, e poi anco: 
al letto, e poi mi fermavo li in mezzo alla stanza a tenta: 
d’infilarmi le scarpe. | 


Un po’ di tempo passò. Forse molto. Riuscii a infila 
una scarpa e poi l’altra. Mi affacciai sulla strada a guardare 


Non c’era più un uscio chiuso: la luce delle candele . 
delle lanterne attaccate alle travi arrivava ormai fino in me: 
zo alla via. Qualche donna vestita si e no con in braccio 
bambino più piccolo appariva qua e là sopra gli usci. Una 
gettò al marito giù in strada una federa vuota e poi un’altra 
Un ragazzo senza neanche fermarsi si legò con una cavezza 
i calzoni e corse via per la strada di monte. Tutti avevano 
un vaso o una secchia, e i ragazzi una berretta e anche due 

« Ehila, gente, un momento, cos'è? », chiesi li dalla porta? 

Quelli andavano via. E cosi i vecchi, e perfino una veci 
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shia da sola, e una famiglia al completo, padre e madre e 
ragazzo, come l’ultima notte di Troja. Non riuscivo a capir 
heanche tanto. Poi il ragazzo arrivó di gran corsa; ed allora 
bgni cosa fu chiara, 

Quattro mule con della farina venivan giü per ia strada 
lel Valico, dalla parte del bosco dei cerri. Ma non c’era la 
‘una: pioveva: e un bosco è un bosco e la notte è la notte: 
. carabinieri s’eran messi a sparare. Cosi due mule eran 
mezze impazzite e avevano preso a scappare qua e là in mez- 
zo a forre calanchi e torbiere: e adesso, in qualche posto 
vicino, eran sparsi per terra sei quintali di farina e anche pit. 
l'utti quanti correvano a prenderne. 

« Fate presto », mi disse anche lo stupido prima di scap- 
pare via ancora, «perché ormai la prendono su col cucchiaio». 

« Si capisce », dissi io. « Come no? Quando piove piove 
anche per me ». 

E dopo poco ero in via. Ma era chiaro che pensavo a 
tutt'altro. 

Per via ormai non restava nessuno e la gente tirava i pa- 
letti. Le candele a una a una si spensero. Quando giunsi alla 
strada di monte, la speranza era un soffio si e no. 

E poi invece, all'altezza del frassino morto, vidi laggiù 
la mia vecchia col grembiule rialzato anche lei. Era quasi 
nascosta dall’ombra che tagliava il sentiero a metà. Le fui 
subito al fianco. 

« Ecco qua », cominciai un po’ a scherzare. « Per questa, 
non siete venuta a domandare la regola. La regola la sapevate, 
per questa ». 

E indicai la farina. La mia vecchia si ritrasse nel guscio. 
Era più spaventata di un topo. 

« No, no. Adesso scherzo. Aspettate », dissi allora pren- 


lendole un gomito, « vengo solo a pigliar la mia lettera ». 
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XII 


La sfortuna era che intanto eravamo arrivati davanti alla 
siepe di casa sua: e tutto quel che potevo aspettarmi da unas 
vecchia signora del genere era che lei mi facesse un saluto 
con tutte le regole e poi mi lasciasse li sulla strada. Una volta 
lo aveva già fatto del resto. Va bene che il suo era proprio 
un usciolo da ridere, appena appena più in forze di quelli if 
che usiamo noi nei porcili, e anche con la sinistra me lo sareii 
comodamente sfondato: ma questo voleva dir meno che: 


niente, 


«Ecco qui», disse subito lei come m’ero previsto. « Ecco » 
qui casa mia... ». 


«La conosco », dissi io. «Sono venuto a farci una sere-: 
nata cinque o sei giorni fa, verso sera ». 


«...Cosi io vi ringrazio, e scusatemi del disturbo e dii 
tutto. E buona notte anche a voi ». 


«Buona notte neanche per scherzo », dissi io un po’ al. | 
legramente, «e del disturbo non vi scuso per niente. Troppo 
comodo, no? ». 

Mi guardò appena appena, non sicura d’aver ben capito. . 

«Dura da un po’ troppo », spiegai. « Ammetterete che 
dura da troppo ». 

«Sono venuta solo due volte da voi a disturbarvi in par- | 
rocchia », cercò lei di sgusciarmi di mano. « E poi, neanche 
due volte: una sola. La seconda non vi ho neanche trovato... 
Buona notte, e scusate di tutto ». 

Mi decisi a cambiare. 

« Questi qui sono tutti complimenti e galanterie e roba 
simile. Lo fanno su per giü a diciott’anni, e pare anche che 
ci provino gusto: ma è diversa, per noi », dissi io. « Sono ve- 
nuto a pigliar la mia lettera. La mia lettera, Zelinda, mi 
spiego? ». 

Mi premeva che si mettesse subito in testa che non avevo | 
nessuna intenzione d’andarmene. Me ne sarei stato lí un’ora 
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o anche due. Avrei aspettato il giorno con lei, se occorreva. 
E se occorreva, anche più: mi capiva? Cosi tirai fuori il 
mio fazzoletto da sole, e me lo spiegai bene a modo, senza 
un'ombra di fretta, e mi misi a sedere proprio sullo scalino 
di casa dove il giorno s’accende il fornello. « Questo è un 
modo da capraio, lo so, e mi piace ancor meno che a voi. 
Ma c’è un fatto. La lettera era già mia, se volete saperlo; 
né più né meno che i miei libri e il mio tavolo, e anche un 
avvocato di città od il pretore mi darebbero tutte le ragioni 
del mondo. Potete giurarci tranquilla. E se quel giorno non 
correvo da voi, io me la leggevo subito subito, e adesso ogni 
cosa sarebbe a posto da un pezzo e non ci sarebbe più biso- 
gno di starcene qui tutti e due sul gradino di casa. Comincia 
anche a far fresco, tra l’altro ». 

Lei mi stava a guardare, sempre un po’ a testa bassa, a 
due passi e nemmeno da me. Teneva ancora il grembiule rial- 
zato con dentro quel po’ di farina, e nessuno poteva negare 
che fossimo proprio un bel numero. 

«Avete ragione », si decise alla fine, guardando subito a 
terra però. « Avete ragione, lo so. Ma anch'io credo di avere 
ragione... Bene. Io penso per tre o quattro giorni a una cosa 
e nient'altro: e poi me ne vado git fino a valle a compe- 
rarmi il sale, la carta e l’inchiostro: e poi vi mando la lettera 
con dentro tutta quanta la cosa. E cosi tutto è finito. Poi 
però, quando vado al canale, ci ripenso sopra un bel po’, e 
vedo che la lettera non può proprio servirmi per niente, e 
cosi allora ritorno in parrocchia e mi riprendo la lettera. 
E la prima cosa che faccio è quella di buttarla nell'acqua ». 

« Oh, il canale sembra fatto apposta per far pensare e 
pensare ad un mucchio di cose. E anche peggio il mestiere 
che fate. È cosi. Ma cosa avete pensato? Adesso è notte, Ze- 
linda, e non c’è nessun altro che noi: tutti e due abbiamo 
sia un piede di là: e cosi certe cose si possono anche dire, 
mi sembra ». 


Indugiò due secondi. 
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«Che cosa ho pensato al canale? Dopo voi v’arrabbiate,; 
io lo so». 

Alzai appena appena le spalle. 

« Neanche voi ci credete, Zelinda ». 

« Ho pensato », lei disse, « che certe cose voi non potete 
capirle. Voi, e neanche gli altri perö. Solo che gli altri non 
ci si arrabbiano mai ». 

«E anche questo puö essere. Chi vi dice di no? », cercaii 
di sorridere ancora. Quella vecchia signora a suo modo era 
proprio invincibile: era indifferente, ostinata e mansueta ef 
mille altre cose di più che neanch’io saprei dire. C’era ben 
poco da fare con lei: logica, teologia e tutto il resto eran 
solo forchette spuntate. « Certe cose si arriva a capirle, e 
certe altre mai e mai, in nessun caso. Ne più né meno che: 
un medico che per anni ha studiato di tutto e perfino il la- 
tino, ma poi arriva la volta che anche lui non può fare niente : 
altro che starsene li sulla seggiola a guardare il malato che: 
va. Eppure », conclusi un po’ soddisfatto di quel mio para- 
gone da sagra, « è bene andare dal medico. Tutti vanno a farsi 
vedere dal medico ». 


«Io no », disse lei con dolcezza. « Io non ci sono mai an- 
data. Anche quando il mulo dei carbonai mi calciò qui alla 
schiena, io non sono andata dal medico. Ci ho messo su delle 
frasche d’ortica ». 


Non era una ragione, s'intende: ma era tutto quel che 
passava il convento e bisognava a ogni modo pigliare il buono 
e il cattivo, 

« Però », ribattei, « la lettera l'avete pur scritta, E quella 
sera siete pure venuta da me. Dal dottore... E dite quel che 
volete, Zelinda, ma è segno che le frasche questa volta non 
siete riuscita a trovarle. Bene: io avevo intenzione di dirvi 
questo soltanto: che in due si cerca meglio, ecco tutto ». 

Questa volta era chiaro che dovevo aver fatto centro, per- 
ché la vecchia non rispose parola: e da un tipo del genere 
anche il semplice silenzio era già un poco più di quel che | 
potessi aspettarmi. | 
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Adesso, sulla strada di monte, per le siepi e le scarpate 
‘intorno e i calanchi ed i pascoli era tutto silenzio, e già 
ormivano gli uccelli e le rane ed ogni altra creatura; e a 
ae venne quasi il sospetto che le nostre parole potessero 
rrivar fin laggiú, in fondo a valle, dove ci sono i paesi grossi 
i la luce elettrica e tutto e la gente non va mai a letto pri- 
na dell’ora di notte. E allora, cosî, pensai che le storie delle 
rasche d’ortica e di noi due che andavamo a cercarle come 
i fa con i funghi faceva sul serio un po’ ridere, e a tutte 
quelle belle ragioni che avrei invece saputo trovare trenta 
mni prima e un po’ più quando leggevo ogni sera e discu- 
evo di questo e di quello e avevo inoltre una vita davanti. 
i, poi pensai anche a quel che doveva essere lei, su per giù 
| quell'età, quando se ne tornava a casa di sera dalla festa 
la ballo, coi giovani che venivano a farle la musica dietro 
1 fico delPorto: e magari lei spiava dai vetri e pensava a 
chissà quante cose, ma mai e poi mai che una notte si sareb- 
je trovata qui sul gradino di casa a parlare con un vecchio 
lon di montagna. No, la vita non era stata certo di manica 
arga con questi due galantuomini. Ma a ciascuno il suo e 
osi sia. 

« Cosi, io non vi capirò; forse è vero », insistei perché 
1 ferro era caldo. « Però anche Olivieri diceva così, e alle 
rolte anche peggio. Una volta si sfilò la sua cinghia e la 
listese sul tavolo, proprio sotto i miei occhi, perché nuora 
ntendesse. Questo, per dirvi che tipo era l’amico. Poi ci sia- 
no capiti. Abbiamo finito col capirci, vi dico. E cosi col 
redovo Sante quando vennero a dirmi che s'era messo a guar- 
lare un po’ troppo la figlia: e cosi con uomini e donne che 
1on saprei più neanche contare. 

« Ma per me è diverso », disse lei come a sé. « Per me 
> tutto diverso. Non c'è nemmeno un confronto, con me». 


« Tutti siamo diversi, ecco il fatto », ribattei con la mag- 
rior sicurezza del mondo. E non aggiunsi parola. La mia vec- 


hia cominciava sul serio a commuoversi. Buon segno. E 
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ormai non c’era di meglio per me che aspettare e tacere ef 


guardarmi le scarpe. 


fondo valle per pigliare gli stracci », cominciò lei dopo un 
po’, «e fermarsi a mezzogiorno un momento a mangiare olio 
e pane sopra l’erba di un fosso: e poi venire su fino a mon 2 
a pigliar la carriola e andarsene al canale a lavare. Fino alles 
sei, fino alle sette, e il lunedi fino alle nove di sera. E pow 
V 
per mangiare ancora olio e pane e anche un po’ di radicchi,} 


dopo caricare la carriola e tornare su a casa, appena in tempo« 
e poi andare a dormire ». 


provare una gran pena di sé. 

« E il giorno dopo fare lo stesso, e anche l’altro giorno, È 
e tutti i giorni del mondo. Perché io questo lo so: questo: 
lo so, lo so bene: tutti i giorni del mondo. E su questo nean-- 
che voi potete dire di no ». 

S'interruppe per respirare di nuovo, perché mai avevai 
parlato tanto cosi in vita sua, c'era da giurarci sicuri: e io 
guardavo e guardavo e non dicevo parola. 


«Io ho una capra che porto sempre con me: e la mia! 
vita è quella che fa lei, tale e quale. Viene in fondo alla valle, 
torna su a mezzogiorno, si ferma davanti al fosso con me, €: 
poi la porto al canale, e quando vado a dormire va a dormire 4 
anche lei. E anche nel mangiare non c’è gran differenza, per- 
ché lei mangia dell’erba, e io radicchi e insalata, e la’ dif-- 
ferenza sta solo nel pane. E poi a momenti io non potrò man: | 
giare più neanche quello... Come me... come me. Ecco che 
cosa faccio io: una vita da capra. Solo che lei... quanto può 
stare al mondo una capra? ». 


«Una capra? Quando vive una capra? », dissi io, preso 
cosi alla sprovvista. « Beh, non più di vent'anni ». 
«Ecco. Vent'anni e nient'altro. Solo che lei finisce pit 


presto; senza nemmeno confronto. Io ne ho sessantatré que- 
st'inverno ». 


| 
. . | 
Erano amare parole: e mi parve che qualcosa dovessi ben | 
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TPE 


lirlo a ogni modo. E mi alzai e mi avvicinai di due passi, 
verché è chiaro che non potevo parlare stando sopra il gra- 
lino di casa come il tale che è li a prendersi il fresco ed in 
occa ha magari la pipa. 

«Era questo, Zelinda, che avevate messo nella lettera 
oi? ». 

«No», disse lei: e la cosa mi stupi la sua parte. « No. 
Juesto chiunque lo sa: chiunque passa lo vede, e neanche 
'e bisogno di dirlo ». 

Oltre a tutto cominciavo a deluderla. Giusto. 


« Non era questo che avete scritto? E cos’era? Ormai che 
ni avete dato il dito, Zelinda, datemi anche la mano, che io 
on qui per allungarvi la mia ». 


«No, no», disse lei un po’ indecisa. « Voi non potete 
apire. Per me tutto è diverso. Io sono stata tra le Serve di 
Maria, sono andata fino a Loreto in pellegrinaggio, e tutto a 
jiedi fin la: ho fatto quel che Dio dice di fare, e nessuno pud 
lir niente di me. Di grosso non ho mai fatto niente ». 

« Si capisce », cercai di inserirmi, senza per questo do- 
erla interrompere, «e più chiaro dell'oro, Zelinda ». 

«E io pensavo che adesso un piacere Dio potrebbe anche 
armelo, perché io non gli ho mai chiesto niente. Non l’ho 
nai disturbato tanto cosi in sessantatré anni a momenti. E 
ion l’ho mai avuta con lui; mai una volta. Nemmeno quando 
1 calcio del mulo mi buttó sopra il mucchio di sassi, e quan- 
lo i ragazzi per scherzo mi nascosero meta degli stracci e io 
lovevo pagarli in giornata. Ma sul momento io non sapevo 
he fosse uno scherzo. Un piacere potrebbe anche farmelo, 
:CCo y. 

E si fermö un’altra volta, perché ormai era proprio com- 
nossa: e io continuavo a guardarla e non dicevo parola. 

« Per questo io sono venuta da voi quella sera a doman- 
larvi se anche da voi, dalla Chiesa, qualche volta non si bada 
lla regola: e la storia del matrimonio era solo un’astuzia. 


{ per tutta la notte mi ci son vergognata ». 
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« Questo l’ho capito subito anch’io, neanche tre minu 
più tardi ». | 

« Perd, un po’ vi siete arrabbiato ». 

«Ho detto tre minuti più tardi, Zelinda. E se non l'h 
capito subito subito è perché ormai sono anch’io né più né 
meno un cavallo da fiacre. Ma per capire ho capito, vi dico: 
e vi ho anche richiamata, per questo ». 

« Si, davanti al sagrato, lo so. Ma questo da capire era 
facile. Questo si poteva capire di colpo. Ma quello che c’era: 
dentro alla lettera voi di chiesa non potete capirlo — voii 
e neanche gli altri, però — e non mi direte di si per tutto? 
Yoro del mondo ». 

« Non dite questo, Zelinda », dissi cambiando di tono,; 
mentre il freddo mi pigliava alla schiena e alla testa. E in- 
tanto mi sentivo pungere il naso come se qualcuno mi strap»; 
passe i capelli. « Per ogni domanda c’è sempre la sua risposta, | 
credetemi: tutto sta nel saperla cercare. E voi per adesso non! 
dovete far altro che dir la vostra domanda ». 

« C'è che voi risponderete di no », disse lei molto più de- 
bolmente: e ormai cominciavo a capire che anche lei mi vo-- 
leva dir tutto, e non credeva alle sue stesse parole, e davvero i 
era un po’ come il bambino viziato. «Io me lo sento già: 
adesso ». | 

Io tacevo perd: io continuavo a tacere e capivo che ormai | 
mi avrebbe detto ogni cosa. | 

« Allora volete sapere quello che c’era scritto? », mi 
chiese. 

Mi limitai a far di si con la testa. 


«Va bene», decise. «E io ve lo dico anche. Ma allora 
voi vi voltate da un’altra parte e non mi state a guardare 
più in faccia ». 

Ed io feci anche questo. V’assicuro che mi voltai verso 
il muro, come quando qualcuno si sveste. E neppure un se- 


condo pensai che vedendoci un tale avrebbe potuto anche 
riderci sopra. | 


Affar suo ad ogni modo. 
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XIII 


| 
| 

wc Nella lettera c’era scritto che io non volevo fare of- 
‚sa a Dio in nessun modo né lamentarmi per niente di lui: 
‚questo non ci avevo pensato mai e mai, si capisce, e neanche 
è bisogno di dirlo. E c’era scritto anche che io capivo be- 
pio quello che dite voi preti, perché guai se non fosse 
osi e il mondo chissà dove andrebbe. Questo io lo capivo. 
fa siccome il mio era un caso speciale... No, no. Non state 
voltare la faccia. Me l'avete promesso... Siccome il mio era 
roprio un caso speciale, tutto diverso dagli altri, e so che 
ara sempre così, e ogni giorno che passa anche peggio (per- 
hé questo lo so, questo io proprio lo so, è la sola cosa che 
) so proprio bene)... Allora, senza fare dispetto a nessuno, 
> chiedevo... No, ma io me l’immagino già quel che voi 
ispondete ». 

« Senza fare dispetto a nessuno... ». 

« Ecco, nella lettera c’era scritto se in qualche caso spe- 
iale, tutto diverso dagli altri, senza fare dispetto a nessuno, 
ualcuno potesse avere il permesso di finire un po’ prima ». 

Mi voltai senza aver ben capito. 

« Anche uccidersi... si», spiegò lei con una tranquillità 
a bambina. 

E si mise a guardarsi gli zoccoli. 

Tutto questo mi prese cosi all'improvviso che sul mo- 
lento non mi venne parola. Non riuscivo a trovarne. Nessu- 
a. Ma poi no, non fu neanche cosi: alla bocca mi salirono 
arole e parole e raccomandazioni e consigli e « per carità » 

«cosa dite» e prediche e pagine intere e tutto quel che 
plete. Tutte cose d’altri, però: cose antiche: e per di più 
ette mille e una volta. Di mio non una mezza parola: e li 
ivece ci voleva qualcosa di nuovo e di mio, e tutto il resto 
ra meno che niente. 

«Ecco », disse lei dopo un po’. « Lo sapevo che avreste 


tto così». 
E la cosa più brutta era che lei stette ancora in attesa 
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di qualcosa come un minuto e anche piü. Stava li e con 
nuava a sperare. 

«Lo sapevo che avreste fatto così », ripeté con voce a 
pena diversa. « Io l’ho sempre saputo. Fin dal primo mome 
to lho detto ». 

« Zelinda... », cominciai io, ma cosi goffamente da prov. 
re vergogna di me e di tutte le parole del mondo. 

« Perché allora l’avete voluto sapere? », disse lei con ur 
po’ di rimprovero. « Voi l’avete voluto sapere, e adesso, ec 
ve ne state così ». 

E si mosse e spari dentro casa. E io rimasi lí, sulla stra: 
da, davanti a quell’usciolo da ridere. 

Un uscio, vi dico, nemmeno grande cosi, tanto che lei pe 
entrare dovette perfino chinarsi. Ora, io so bene e sapete an 
che voi che cos'è una stanza qui da noi, su in montagna: 
due metri di terra e di sassi, un saccone di foglie di granturi 
co e un catino e un fornello e da un lato la capra: e tutt 
quel che c’è di più è regalato. A centinaia ne ho viste e per 
anni, e in ognuna saprei trovare anche al buio candele 
fiammiferi senza neanche urtare col piede la gatta diste 
a dormire: e non c’era una sola ragione perché quella dell 
vecchia dovesse esser diversa da tutte. Bene: per certe cos 
io non credo di essere più stupido di un altro: e so che du 
metri saran sempre due metri da qualunque parte si guardi 
e neanche il Santo Uffizio potrebbe cambiarla. | 

Ma quando vidi la schiena di lei scomparire nell’ombra: 
e l’uscio si rinchiuse su me, mi sembrò proprio che quella: 
sua tana arrivasse oltre i monti e più in là. E l’uscio certo: 
era un uscio da riderci, senza neanche serratura o paletto, 
ma in quel momento ero pronto a giurare che buttar giún 


la porta del Vescovado in città doveva esser tre volte pit 
facile. 


Vengono delle idee, certe volte. 

Mi guardai un po’ d’intorno. Stava per venire la morta 
stagione, gli sterpi secchi, le passere uccise dal freddo, la 
notte che arriva alle sei, i fossi ghiacciati, i vecchi che se ne 
muoiono in fila e la Melide li cuce dentro il lenzuolo e io li 
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prto al cimitero di monte, e i bambini che per l’intera sta- 
one se ne stanno dentro le stalle a scaldarsi col fiato dei 
uli... Un inverno di cinque o sei mesi. E lei cosa avrebbe 
tto, la vecchia? 

Nelle ossa sentivo l’inverno vicino. Guardai un momento 
nuvole che adesso eran piü grandi di un prato, e poi mi 
vviai alla parrocchia. Le nuvole mi venivano dietro. Sem- 
re dietro, come se qualcosa sapessero. Vengono delle idee, 
erte volte. 

' 
Ma che altro potevo fare, mi dite? 


| XIV 


_ A dicembre da noi i sentieri son duri dal freddo, e il 
umore di un passo si sente quasi da git, a fondo valle. 

Con la testa poggiata alla finestra che dà verso i monti 
o lo aspettavo da un’ora e anche più. Ormai l’aria comin- 
iava a farsi color neve sporca e le case all’intorno erano 
iu livide e fredde del sasso. Per le strade non c’era nessu- 

Un bambino dalla gola coperta di stracci schiacciava il 
raso contro il vetro di casa. 

Una ghiaia picchiò contro il vetro. Solo allora mi scossi. 

« Le sei vecchie di Bobbio », mi avvisò ansimando il ra- 
azzo dal basso. « Le ho accompagnate giù fin dalla torba. 
fra neanche mezz'ora son qui». 

Era vero. Guardando verso la torba, proprio in mezze al 
entiero brinato, mi pareva in realtà che ci fosse qualcosa di 
ero. 

Il ragazzo sali. Non che fosse un ragazzo prodigio, o 
ecitasse poesie o roba simile, ma a suo modo qualche cosa 
loveva pure capire, perché entrando mi diede un’occhiata co- 
ne si guarda un malato inguaribile. Era proprio a disagio, il 
agazzo. E per di piú avanzó in punta di piedi. 

Non dicemmo parola. Anche i vetri eran color neve spor- 

Il bambino dal collo fasciato era ancora lä sempre al 
osto di prima. Da una finestra usci un filo di fumo. 
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«Devo andare a vestirmi? », domandò a bassa voce 
ragazzo. 

« Non ancora », dissi io. « È ancora presto ». 

Stette un poco in silenzio. 

«La Melide l’ha già pettinata e lavata », m’informò e 
un po’ di ritegno. 

Io guardavo giù dalla strada, verso la torba di mont 
In mezzo a tutto quel bianco e quel freddo avanzava qua 


cosa di nero. 

« Adesso ormai sarà li che cuce il lenzuolo », continu: 
dopo un po’. 

« È ancora presto », risposi a fatica. « E poi bisogna aspe 
tare le vecchie che piangono. Hanno accettato a trecentoci 
quanta? ». 

«Sí. A trecentocinquanta. Più mangiare qualcosa e do 
mire qui questa notte. Hanno fatto sette chilometri, dicono 

« È giusto ». 

La stanza era ormai tutta in penombra: e, a due passi 
da me, il ragazzo era solo una macchia più scura. 

«Vado a prendere il lume? », mi chiese. 

« Non importa. Lascia perdere », dissi. 

Stemmo in silenzio, cosi, quattro o cinque minuti. Po: 
mi fece pietà. E oltre a tutto volevo star solo. 

« Bene. Credo che adesso sia ora », dissi io con stanchez: 
za. «Prepara cotta, aspersorio, e ogni cosa. E poi vatti a 
vestire ». 

Il ragazzo si mosse in punta di piedi. Ma sull’uscio si 
volse. 

«Le sei vecchie di Bobbio m'hanno fatto anche capire 
che vorrebbero qualcosa di caldo. Le strade ormai gelano. 
dicono ». 

Feci di si colla testa. Era giusto. Anche questo era giusto. 
Il ragazzo andò via. 

Per tre mesi ero andato ogni sera al canale, e ogni sera 
l'avevo trovata laggiú coi suoi stracci. La sua capra fruga- 
va qua e là. Mi fermavo li, sopra l’argine sempre come pei 
caso e mai più di un minuto, appena il tempo che lei s’accor. 
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igesse o mostrasse d’accorgersi. E poi indietro ancora, in par- 
rocchia. Mai una volta in tre mesi che m’abbia fatto il più 
iccolo segno o abbia alzato anche solo la testa. Lei c’era 
ancora: ecco tutto; e io dall’argine vedevo che c’era, ed il 
resto non voleva dir niente. E tutti e due sapevamo benissimo. 
che non ci saremmo parlati mai più, neanche più salutati 
incontrandoci, ma anche questo era meno di niente. 

E adesso era finita. Qualcosa era successo, una volta, e 
‘adesso era tutto finito. 
I Non provavo neppure dolore, però, né rimorso o malin- 
‘conia o roba simile. Mi sentivo solo dentro un gran vuoto 
‘come se ormai non potesse capitarmi piti niente. Niente fino 
‘alla fine dei secoli. 

Me ne giravo su e giù per la stanza dove per la prima 
volta lei mi aveva cosi scioccamente parlato, spostavo un li- 
bro, lo spostavo di nuovo, o battevo su un vetro cosi: e ades- 
so anche un ragazzo avrebbe potuto condurmi per mano. 
Un’assurda vecchia: un assurdo prete: tutta una assurda sto- 
ria da un soldo. 

Giù dal vicolo venne un rumore. Le sei vecchie di Bob- 
bio arrivavano allora. Le siepi erano tutte gelate. Le sei vec- 
chie battevano i piedi dal freddo. Da un’altra casa usci un 
filo di fumo. 

Il ragazzo sali e bussò all’uscio. 

« Reverendo », mi avverti senza entrare. « Corro a suo- 
nar la campana. La Melide ha finito in questo momento ».. 
« Adesso vengo », dissi io. 

C'era freddo. Dicembre è freddo da noi. 


XV 


E adesso eccomi qua. 
La vecchia è morta. La Melide è morta. Il ragazzo porta 


a monte le capre. 
Solo una volta ho rivisto il curato di Braino. Lui cor- 


reva giü a valle, io venivo su per la strada dei pascoli. 
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« Novità su a Montelice? » mi ha gridato ridendo da 


basso. 
Ho allargato le braccia. 
«N. N. ». 


Era troppo ingrassato per dirgliele. Sempre ridendo h 
ripreso la corsa. Davvero era proprio ingrassato. 

C'è quassú una cert'ora. I calanchi ed i boschi e i sen 
tieri ed i prati dei pascoli si fanno color ruggine vecchia, 
poi viola, e poi blu: nel primo buio le donne se ne stannot 
a soffiar sui fornelli chine sopra il gradino di casa, e i cam. 
panacci di bronzo arrivan chiari li giù fino a borgo. Le capret 
s’affacciano agli usci con degli occhi che sembrano i nostri. 

Allora mi vien sempre di più da pensare ch’è ormai ora 
di preparare le valige per me e senza chiasso partir verso 
casa, Credo d’avere anche il biglietto. 

Tutto questo è piuttosto monotono, no? 


Nora. — Nato il 6 febbraio 1920, Raffaele Comparoni morì il 30 gen- 
naio 1952. Nel 1935, a quindici anni, pubblicò un volumetto presso l’edi- 
tore Carabba dal titolo Maschere, racconti di paese e di città. Nel 1938 
scrisse in breve tempo, un mese o due, un racconto dal titolo All’insegna 
del buon Corsiero, pubblicato poi due anni dopo, nel ’42, con lo pseu- 
donimo di Silvio D’Arzo, Su riviste (Paragone, Il Contemporaneo) pub- 
blicò nel dopoguerra saggi su Conrad, Stevenson, Kipling. Scrisse unche, 
sempre con pseudonimi varii, libri per ragazzi. Da ultimo stava lavo- 
rando a due opere narrative, rimaste purtroppo soltanto come schemi, 
frammenti. Viveva solo con la madre: di carattere fu sempre riservatis- 
simo, schivo, pudico delle cose sue. Raramente si mosse da Reggio Emi- 
lia; andò una volta o due a Firenze, e una volta o due a Roma. 
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SERA 


Troppo presto il giuoco s'interrompe. 
Sorridevamo, eri leggiadra, e dopo 
son rimasto con questa, che trabocca, 
malinconia pit cara delle stesse 
ore di gioia o meno, non so dire. 


Nel tramonto che non vuol più morire 
lascia che sia la brezza a riportarmi 
l’immagine di te forse piü vera, 
lasciami solo ai miei pensieri, l’Arno 

è un fiume triste stasera. 


VEGLIA DI FINE D'ANNO 


Ti sento vicina. Ma in quale 

periferia trascini, tra amici sbronzi e loquaci, 
la tua malinconia che vorrebbe distrarsi 

con altre parole da quelle che odi — da queste 
che alla bocca mi vengono? 


Mi ritrovo nel tuo mondo di portici, 
di treni che sfilano in tutte le direzioni, 
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di tormenti e di povere ossessioni 

che non si liberano se non rincorrendosi 

le une con le altre e fondendosi in un giro 

di giostra. Ascolto [eco 
della citta deserta, un tonfo lugubre, 

i tuoi passi che tremano. Mi dici 

perché si cerca e non si trova pace? 

E quando tutto & fermo la minaccia del vuoto 
grava su di noi quasi irrespirabile? 


Gia vecchio, se di nulla mi commuovo 
che puo accadere, sento la tua voce 
raccontarmi una storia. Ma sai leggere 
dentro di me, sei certa che può ancora 
dilettarmi una storia? Sto spiando 
Vora che s’avvicina e che nel varco 
d’un altro anno ci mette. Per poi dire: 
non c’è più tempo. E rivedere i nostri 
gesti fissi, immutabili, contorti 
nell’impossibilità d’esser diversi 

da come sono stati e ci han portato 
fino a qui, soli come siamo ora, 

che per avere un volto a cui parlare, 
vero, dobbiamo chiederlo alla notte. 


O vita che vuoi illuderci e non puoi 

o luna che non sei più che una lampada 
tra i fastigi sereni d’una bianca 

città, ovunque andrò 

sempre il tormento di ciò che non ho 
mi seguirà? 


Non è mia che la pioggia quando batte 
sull’ombrello di seta 


e intorno è penetrante dalle siepi 
il calicanto precoce: discende 
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per le membra un benessere... Davvero 
E) . . . . . Pe 
Pesser noi vivi, mi chiedo, ha un perché? 


Cosi ricerco te in questa deriva 

di attimi perché ancora voglio credere 
che tutto non sia vano ciò che è stato 
vivo una volta, te che sei più viva 
perché soffri di pit, e giovane ancora... 


Tra poco, quando i pali della ruota dell’anno 
mulinando sulle case passeranno e sarà il vetro 
dell’anno nuovo davanti a noi nero 

e terso, non rigato da una lacrima, 

ti lascerò un istante, dovrò chiedere 

di vedere alla notte: se a uno specchio 

o a una spuma di vino che ricade sul fondo 
— o al vento che lo gela e appiattisce 

o al lampo troppo crudo d’una stella — 

un viso luminoso darà un’ansia fuggevole, 
un sospiro che dica che era eterno 

il volo che passò negli occhi pit lucenti 

del translucido inverno... 


Cara, perdonami. Meglio allora che ignori 

la lancetta che avanza. Domani, purché un chicco 
d’uva si mangi, l’anno nuovo sarà ricco 

dei nostri poveri cuori. 


VIAGGIO A PIETRAMALA 


Ormai so che aspettarci non possiamo 
strada diversa da questa che porta 

tra i sobbalzi dell'autobus in vetta 

ail Appennino. È strano il nostro giuoco: 
di giuocare a non perderci, a rincorrerci, 
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mentre che in noi non sappiamo più credere. 
Per questo so parlarti e divertirti 

far mia quella boscaglia acre d’autunno 
farti ridere ai lazzi dell’autista 

e osservando i contrasti della gente. 


Per questo, anche, il paesaggio si fa strano: 
vuoto d’alberi e solo irto di tronchi 

mozzi. La guerra che di qui è passata 
prepara un’altra guerra. E noi si ride, 
pensando a tua sorella che ci aspetta 

alla sua voce acuta di maestra. 


Mi chiedo, or che una musica ritorna 
nel mio capo stordito dal tormento 

del motore, se in te potessi infondere 
quello che questa dolce aria mi porta 
d’immenso, che avverrebbe nel tuo nero 
occhio? E sempre ti vedo 

nell’atto di fissarti e concentrarti 

su un’idea che ti sfugge, come a un tratto 
tillumini al momento di lasciarla! 


Se musica, mi dico, è ciò che ascolto, 
se lo ascolto ‘con te che altro diviene? 
A tutto dovrà aggiungersi la spina 
d’un pensiero di donna? 

Guardo Pombra scalfire 

Varco del monte, interrogo la cima 
dove uccelli di passo solcheranno 

tra breve le poggiate umide e il vento 
e non so ancora se su questo scabro 
paesaggio debba incidersi la perla 
del tuo viso 

se ‘alla fine di questo mio viaggio 

mi sarà dato pure di vederla. 
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forma che puoi di nuovo essere un volto 


e non sei gia che Peco d'un ricordo! \ 
_ Scompari tra le case. Essere stati 

4 amati & molto, avere amato & molto. 
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LA FORMICA ARGENTINA 


Noi non lo sapevamo, delle formiche, quando venimmo a 
stabilirci qui. Ci sembrava che saremmo stati bene, il cielo e 
il verde erano allegri, forse esageratamente allegri per i pen- 
sieri che avevamo, io e mia moglie; come potevamo supporre 
la storia delle formiche? A pensarci bene, zio Augusto forse 
ce ne aveva una volta accennato: « Laggiü, dovreste vedere, 
le formiche... non come qui, le formiche... », ma era una di: 
vagazione d'un altro discorso, una cosa detta senza dar im 
portanza, forse a proposito di formiche viste mentre stavame 
discorrendo, che dico: formiche? una formica, avremmo vista. 
sperduta, una di quelle nostre formiche grasse, (mi sembrano 
grasse, ora, le formiche dei miei paesi) e comunque l’accenne 


di zio Augusto non modificava per niente la descrizione che 


ci veniva facendo di questa regione, dove la vita, per qualche 
circostanza che lui non sapeva ben spiegare, era più facile, € 
il guadagno, se non assicurato, almeno probabile, a giudicare 
dai tanti, non lui, zio Augusto, che ci s'erano sistemati. 


Perché si fosse trovato bene, qui, nostro zio, cominciam: 
mo a intuirlo dalla prima sera, vedendo il chiarore dell’aria 
dopo cena e comprendendo il piacere di girare per quelle vie 
verso la campagna, sedersi sui muriccioli d’un ponte come ve 
demmo fare a certuni, e poi sempre di piú quando trovamme 
un'osteria che lui aveva frequentato, con un orto dietro, e certi 
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pi bassotti e anziani come lui, ma gradassi e urloni, che di- 
vano d’essere stati suoi amici, gente senza mestiere anche 
ro, io credo, uomini di fatica a ore, sebbene uno dicesse, 
Tse per vanteria, d’essere orologiaio; e sentimmo che ricor- 
avano zio Augusto con un soprannome, ripetuto da tutti e 
guito da lazzi generali, e notammo il ridere pallido in cui 
sci, una donna non più giovane anche lei, e un po’ pingue, 
re era al banco, con una camicetta bianca traforata. E io e 
ia moglie capimmo quanto doveva contare tutto questo per 
o Augusto, avere un soprannome, delle sere chiare a canzo- 
arsi per quei ponti, e il vedere quella camicetta traforata 
enirsene d’in cucina, uscirsene nell'orto, e l’indomani qual- 
he ora a scaricare sacchi per quel pastificio, e come là da noi 
vrebbe sempre rimpianto questo paese. 


Tutte cose che anch’io avrei potuto apprezzare, fossi stato 
iovinotto e senza pensieri, oppure ben sistemato con tutta 
ı famiglia. Ma cosi com’eravamo, col bambino appena gua- 
ito, il lavoro ancora da trovare, appena potevamo accorger- 
ene, di queste cose che erano bastate, a zio Augusto, per 
irsi contento, e forse accorgercene era già una tristezza, per- 
hé in un paese contento ci sembravamo più disgraziati an- 
ora. Certe cose magari da nulla ci preoccupavano come ve- 
issero ad accrescere d’improvviso le nostre angustie (e non 
apevamo niente delle formiche, allora) e la signora Mauro 
on tutte le raccomandazioni che ci faceva mostrandoci la 
asa aumentava questo nostro senso di addentrarci in un dif- 
icile mare. Ricordo un lungo discorso che ci fece sul con- 
atore del gas, e come stavamo attenti a sentirlo, « Si, signora 
fauro... Faremo attenzione, signora Mauro... Speriamo dav- 
ero di no, signora Mauro... », tanto che neanche facemmo 
aso quando lei (ma ora lo ricordiamo chiaramente) si mise 
, muovere gli occhi sul muro come se leggesse e ci passò la 
unta delle dita e poi le mosse a pioggia come avesse toccato 
yagnato, o sabbia, o polvere. Non disse la parola: « formi» 
he », però, ne siamo certi; forse perché era naturale che li 
i fossero le formiche, come c’erano i muri, il tetto, ma a mia 
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moglie e a me è rimasta l’idea che abbia voluto fino allulti 
mo nascondercelo, e che tutto il suo discorrere e raccoman 
dare non fosse che un cercar d’attribuire importanza ad al 
cose per far da schermo a quella. 


Quando la signora Mauro andò via, portai dentro i ma 
rassi, e mia moglie non ce la faceva a trasportare il comodino, 
e mi chiamava, e poi volle mettersi subito a pulire la cucina: 
economica e s'inginocchió per terra, ma io dissi: «A que: 
st’ora, cosa vuoi fare? Ci penseremo domani, adesso arrangia»; 
moci alla bell'e meglio per passare la notte ». Il bambino pia, 
gnucolava pieno di sonno, e per prima cosa bisognava prepa- 
rargli la cesta e metterlo a dormire. Da noi per i bambini si 
usa una lunga canestra, e ce l’eravamo portata fin qui; la 
vuotammo della biancheria di cui l'avevamo riempita e tro 
vammo un bel posto per metterla, una mensola, in un punto 
non umido e non troppo alto da terra, se cadesse. Nostro fi- 
glio subito ci s'addormentó e noi due guardammo la casa 
(una stanza divisa in due da un tramezzo; quattro mura € 
un tetto) che s’andava riempiendo di nostri segni. « Si, si, il 
bianco, certo daremo il bianco », risposi a mia moglie guar- 
dando il soffitto e intanto la spingevo fuori per un gomito. 
Voleva ancora andare a guardar bene il gabinetto, in una pic- 
cola baracca a sinistra, ma io avevo voglia di farle fare quat- 
tro passi nel terreno; perché la nostra casa era in un terreno, 
due grandi aiole o semenzai incolti con in mezzo un passag: 
gio, coperto da un’armatura di ferro, ora nuda, forse per 
qualche rampicante seccato, zucca o vite. La signora Mauro 
aveva intenzione di darmi quel terreno da coltivare, per farci 
il nostro orto, senza chiedere nulla d'affitto, dato che era da 
tempo abbandonato; oggi però non ce ne aveva parlato e noi 
non avevamo detto niente perché c’era già troppa carne al 
fuoco. Ora con questo nostro camminare la prima sera per 
il terreno volevamo convincerci ch’eravamo arrivati a pren- 
dere confidenza e anche, in un certo senso, possesso di quel 
luogo; per la prima volta l’idea d’una continuità della nostra 
vita era possibile, di sere una dopo l’altra, sempre meno angu- 
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late, a camminare tra quei semenzai. Queste cose certo non 
> dissi a mia moglie; ma ero ansioso di vedere se le sentiva 
nche lei: e di fatto mi sembrò che quei quattro passi aves- 
ro su di lei l’effetto che speravo; adesso ragionava sommes- 
a, con lunghe pause, e ce ne venivamo a braccetto senza che 
1 si rifiutasse a quest’atteggiamento proprio ad epoche più 
ciate. 

Cosi arrivammo al limite, e al di la della siepe vedemmo 
| signor Reginaudo che s’affaccendava con un soffietto attor- 
o a casa sua. lo avevo conosciuto il signor Reginaudo qual- 
he mese prima, quando era venuto a combinare con la si- 
nora Mauro per l’alloggio. Ci avvicinammo per salutarlo e 
erché conoscesse mia moglie. « Buona sera, signor Reginau- 
o», gli dissi, «si ricorda di me? ». 

« Ah, si che lo riconosco », disse, « Buona sera! Lei & il 
ostro nuovo vicino, cosi? ». Era un signore basso e occhia- 
ato, in pigiama e col cappello di paglia. 

«Eh, siamo vicini, eh, tra vicini... ». Mia moglie prese a 
ire delle frasi sorridenti e appena accennate, come si usa per 
ortesia: da tempo non la sentivo parlare cosi; non che mi 
iacesse, ma ero più contento che a sentirla lamentarsi. 

« Claudia », chiamò il nostro vicino, «vieni, ci sono i 
uovi inquilini della casetta Laureri! ». Non avevo mai udito 
hiamare con quel nome la nostra nuova casa, (il nome, seppi 
oi, d’un antico proprietario) e me ne sentii fatto un po’ estra- 
eo. Usci di casa la signora Reginaudo, un donnone, asciu- 
andosi le mani nel grembiule; erano gente alla buona e con 
oi furono assai cordiali. 

«E cos'è dietro a fare, con quel soffietto, signor Regi- 
audo? », gli chiesi. 

«Eh... le formiche... queste formiche... », lui disse, e rise, 
ome a non dar importanza. 

« Formiche, si? », ripeté mia moglie con quel tono distac- 
ato e cortese che usava con gli estranei, per fingere atten- 
ione ai loro discorsi; un tono che con me non usò mai, a 
uel che ricordo, nemmeno quando ci conoscevamo appena. 
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Poi ci accomiatammo dai vicini con molte cerimonie. Ma 
anche questa era una cosa che non riuscivamo a gustare fi 
in fondo: d’avere dei vicini, e per di piü gente affabile 


cordiale, e poter discorrere cosi con gentilezza. | 


A casa, decidemmo d’andare a letto subito. « Senti? ») 
disse mia moglie; tesi l’orecchio e si sentiva ancora cigolare 
il soffietto del signor Reginaudo. Mia moglie andò al lavana 
dino per un bicchier d’acqua; « Portane uno anche a me», 
le dissi, e mi toglievo la camicia; « Ah » gridò lei, « vieni! », 
Aveva visto le formiche sul rubinetto e la fila che veniva giúl 
per il muro. 


Accendemmo la luce, una lampada sola per due stanze, e 
le formiche erano una fila fitta che traversavano il muro e 
venivano dalla cornice della porta e chissà donde avevano 
origine. Ora le nostre mani ne erano coperte e noi le teneva- 
mo aperte davanti agli occhi cercando di veder bene come 
erano, queste formiche, e muovendo continuamente i polsi 
per non farcele scendere giù per le braccia. Erano formiche 
minuscole e impalpabili che si muovevano senza posa come 
spinte dallo stesso sottile prurito che ci davano. Solo allora 
mi venne in mente il nome: le « formiche argentine », anzi: 
«la formica argentina », cosi dicevano, certo dovevo averlo 
già sentito dire altra volta, che questo era un paese dove c’era 
«la formica argentina », e solo adesso sapevo quale sensazio- 
ne si dovesse collegare a una tale espressione: questo vellichie 
fastidioso che si spargeva in ogni direzione e che non si riu- 
sciva, pur chiudendo le mani a pugno o stropicciandoci una 
mano con l’altra, a fermare del tutto, perché sempre restava 
qualche formichina sbandata che correva via per il braccio 
o per i vestiti. A schiacciarle, le formiche diventavano pun: 
tini neri che cadevano come sabbia, e sulle dita restava quel 
Podorino di formica, acido e pungente. 


«Ela formica argentina, sal... », dissi a mia moglie, « vie- 
ne dall’America... »; avevo preso mio malgrado l’inflessione di 
quando volevo insegnarle qualcosa, e me ne pentii subito per 
ché sapevo che lei non sopportava questo tono in me e rea: 
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| | 
| 


‘iva bruscamente, forse comprendendo che io non ero mai, 


isandolo, molto sicuro di me stesso. 
| Invece parve quasi che non mi sentisse: era presa dalla 
uria di distruggere o disperdere quella fila di formiche di 
ul muro, e ci passava col taglio della mano, e non otteneva 
he di farsi venire formiche addosso e di sparpagliarne altre 
ntorno, e allora metteva la mano sotto il rubinetto, provava 
tirare qualche schizzo in su, ma le formiche continuavano 
ı camminare sul bagnato e nemmeno dalle mani, bagnandole, 
‘iusciva a spiccicarsele. 

« Ecco che abbiamo le formiche in casa, ecco! », ripeteva. 
(Ecco che c'erano anche prima e non le abbiamo viste! », 
some se l’averle viste prima avesse mutato molto. 


Io le dissi: « E là là, per due formiche! Adesso andiamo 
a letto e domani ci pensiamo! ». E credetti bene d’aggiun- 
ere: «E là là, per un po’ di formica argentina! », perché 
volevo, chiamandole col nome preciso che veniva loro dato 
nel paese, dare l’idea d’un fatto già successo e in un certo 
senso naturale. 


Ma l’aria distesa a cui mia moglie s’era lasciata andare in 
quel giro per il terreno era bell’e scomparsa: era tornata dif- 
fidente contro tutto e tirata in viso come suo solito. E l’an- 
dare a dormire la prima volta nella casa nuova non fu come 
avrei sperato; a consolarci non era il sollievo dell’incomin- 
ciare un’altra vita, ma il callo del tirare avanti sempre in 
mezzo a nuovi guai. « Tutto per due formiche », era quello 
che pensavo io; cioè quello che pensavo di pensare, poi ma- 
rari anche per me era tutto differente. 

Era più la stanchezza che l’agitazione, e si dormi. Ma a 
metà notte il bambino pianse, e noi due, ancora restando a 
letto, (sperando sempre che a un certo punto smettesse e si 
riaddormentasse, cosa che però mai succedeva) a chiederci: 
« Che cosa avrà? Che cosa avrà? ». Da quando era guarito 
aveva smesso di piangere la notte. 

«Ha le formiche! », gridò mia moglie che s’era alzata 
per cullarlo. Scesi dal letto anch'io, buttammo tutta la cesta 
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all’aria, lo spogliammo nudo, e per vederci a togliergli quelle 
formiche, mezzo ciechi com’eravamo dal sonno, bisognava met- 
terlo sotto la lampadina, col filo d’aria che veniva dalla porta, 
e mia moglie diceva: « Ora si raffredda », ed a cercarlo ad- 
dosso, con quella pelle che diventava rossa appena strofinata, 
era una pieta. C’era una fila di formiche che s’erano messe a 
andare sulla mensola. Guardammo tutti i lenzuolini finché: 
ne restò una, e dicevamo: « Dove lo mettiamo adesso a dor- 


mire? ». Nel nostro letto, stretti com’eravamo, ci finiva schiac- : 
ciato. Guardai bene il comò, e non c’erano arrivate formiche; 

allora lo scostai dal muro, apersi un cassetto e li preparai da 
dormire per il bimbo. Quando ce lo mettemmo era già addor- | 
mentato. Noi non avevamo che da buttarci sul letto e il sonno 

ci avrebbe subito ripreso, ma mia moglie volle guardare nelle 

provviste. 

« Vieni qui, vieni qui! Dio! C’é pieno! È tutto nero! 
Aiuto! ». Cosa si poteva fare? La presi per le spalle: « Vieni 
che ci pensiamo domani, ora neanche ci si vede, domani si- 
stemiamo tutto, mettiamo in salvo ogni cosa, vieni a letto! ». 


« Ma le provviste? Si rovinano! ». 


« Al diavolo anche quelle! Cosa vuoi farci, adesso? Do- 
mani distruggiamo il formicaio, sta’ tranquilla... ». 


Ma a letto non ci riusciva più d’aver pace, con l’idea di 
quelle bestie dappertutto, nei cibi, nella roba; forse ora sta- 
vano risalendo dal pavimento per i piedi del comò fino al 
bambino... Ci addormentammo che cantavano già i galli; e 
non passò molto che ricominciammo a muoverci e a grattarci 
perché avevamo l’idea di avere formiche in letto; forse salite 
fin là, forse rimasteci addosso dopo quel gran maneggiare 
che ne avevamo fatto. E cosi nemmeno quelle prime ore di 
mattino ci furono di ristoro, e ci alzammo presto, incalzati 
dal pensiero delle cose che dovevamo fare e anche dal fasti- 
dio di dover subito cominciare a batterci con quello strug- 


gente, impercettibile nemico che s’era impadronito della no- 
stra casa. 


La prima cosa, per mia moglie, fu badare al bambino: 
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edere se quelle bestie l’avessero morso, (per fortuna non pa- 
eva), vestirlo, fargli da mangiare, tutto questo muovendosi 
hella casa informicata. lo sapevo la forza che doveva fare a 
je stessa per non geitare un grido ogni volta, a vedere, per 
esempio, sulle tazze lasciate sull’acquaio, le formiche torno 
‘torno all'orlo, e sul bavaglino del bambino, e sulla frutta. 
¡Grido però scoprendo il latte: « È nero! ». C'era un velo di 
formiche annegate o nuotanti. « È tutto in superficie », dissi, 
«si toglie con un cucchiaino ». Ma poi ci sembrò che ne te- 
inesse il sapore e non lo gustammo. 


| Io seguivo le file delle formiche sui muri per vedere don- 
‚de venivano. Mia moglie si pettinava e vestiva con piccoli 
scatti d’ira subito repressi. «Non potremo mettere a posto 
mobili finché non avremo cacciato le formiche! », diceva. 


« Calma. Vedrai che s’aggiusta tutto. Ora vado dal signor 

Reginaudo che ha quella polvere e glie ne chiedo un po’. 
Diamo la polvere all'imbocco del formicaio, ho già visto dov'è, 
subito ce ne liberiamo. Però, aspettiamo che sia un po’ più 
tardi perché forse a quest'ora dai signori Reginaudo distur- 
biamo ». 
i Mia moglie si tranquillizzò un poco, ma non io: d’aver 
visto l'imbocco del formicaio glie l’avevo detto per consola- 
zione, ma più guardavo e più scoprivo nuove direzioni nelle 
quali le formiche andavano e venivano, e come la nostra 
casa, in apparenza liscia ed omogenea come un dado, fosse 
invece porosa e tutta solcata da fessure e crepe. 


Mi confortai a farmi sulla soglia e a guardare le piante 
col sole che gli veniva allora addosso, e la sterpaglia che in- 
festava il terreno mi parve rallegrante alla vista, perché met- 
teva voglia di buttarsi a lavorare: pulire tutto per bene, zap- 
pare e cominciare le semine e i trapianti. « Vieni », dissi al 
figlio, «che qui muffisci », lo presi in braccio ed andai nel 
‘giardino’, anzi, per il piacere di cominciare un’abitudine a 
chiamare cosi il pezzo di terreno, dissi a mia moglie: « Por- 
to il bambino un momento nel giardino », e poi corressi: 
« In giardino », perché mi sembrava più possessivo e familiare. 
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Il bambino al sole era allegro, e io gli dicevo: « Questo 
è un carrubo, questo è un albero di cachi », e lo alzavo fine 


> P Su he: E d a i 
ai rami: « Adesso papà ti insegna a arrampicarti ». Scoppiè. 


a piangere. « Cos'è? Hai paura? », ma vidi le formiche; quel | 
Valbero gommoso n’era tutto ricoperto. Ritirai subito il bam-: 
bino: «Uh, quante formichine... » gli dicevo, ma ero preoc-: 
cupato. Seguii le file delle formiche giú per il tronco, e mii 
accorsi che quel brulicare silenzioso e quasi invisibile conti-. 
nuava per terra, in tutte le direzioni, tra l’erbaccia. Pensavo:: 
come potremo cacciare mai le formiche di casa? Su questo: 
appezzamento di terra — che ieri m'era sembrato tanto pic-. 
colo, ma ora guardandolo in rapporto alle formiche m'appa- 
riva gradissimo — si stendeva un velo ininterrotto di quegli; 
insetti, scaturiti certo da migliaia di formicai sotterranei, €: 
nutriti dalla natura appiccicosa e mielosa del suolo e della. 
bassa vegetazione; e dovunque guardassi, — per quanto a 
una prima occhiata non m’apparisse nulla, e già ne provassi 
sollievo — poi aguzzando lo sguardo scorgevo una formica 
avvicinarsi e scoprivo che faceva parte d’un lungo corteo e 
che s’incontrava con altre, spesso reggendo briciole o fram- 
menti di materia minuscoli ma pur sempre più grossi di loro, 
e in certi punti, dove — pensavo — s’era aggrumato qualche 
succo di pianta o qualche resto animale, c’era una corona 
di formiche assiepate, quasi saldate assieme come l’escara di 
una piccola ferita. 


Tornai da mia moglie col bambino in collo, quasi cor- 
rendo, sentendo le formiche montarmi su per i piedi. E lei: 
«Ecco: hai fatto piangere il bambino. Cos’ha? ». 


« Niente, niente », dissi, in fretta, «ha visto due for- 
miche su un albero, ed è ancora sotto l'impressione di sta: 
notte, e gli pare di sentirsi addosso il prurito ». 


«Oh, che croce, anche questa!» mia moglie fece. Stava 
seguendo un passaggio di formiche sulla parete, e cercava di 
ucciderle premendo i polpastrelli addosso a ognuna, Io ve- 
devo ancora i milioni di formiche da cui eravamo circondati 
in quel terreno che mi pareva ora smisurato, e mi venne da 
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nveirle contro: « Che fai? Sei pazza? Non riuscirai a nulla, 
Rosi! ». 


Lei ebbe uno scatto di rabbia: « Ma lo zio Augusto! Lo 


nvrebbe potuto dirci, lo zio Augusto? La parola ‘formiche’, 
per noi, allora, non poteva affatto esprimere lo sgomento di 


javeva fatto, noi avremmo pensato di trovarci contro un ne- 
mico concreto, numerabile, con un corpo, un peso. Davvero, 
‘se ora mi facevo tornare in mente le formiche dei paesi don- 
ide provenivamo, le vedevo come bestie ragguardevoli, crea- 
‘ture di quelle che si possono toccare, smuovere, come i gatti, 
li conigli. Qui avevamo di fronte un nemico come la nebbia 
‘o la sabbia, contro cui la forza non vale. 

| Il nostro vicino, il signor Reginaudo, era in cucina che 
‘travasava un liquido con un imbuto. Io Vavevo chiamato da 
fuori e poi ero arrivato alla porta-finestra della cucina tutto: 
itrafelato. 

| «Oh, il nostro vicino! », esclamò Reginaudo, « s’acco- 
modi, signore, s’accomodi! Scusi me sempre qui con questi 
intrugli! Claudia, una sedia per il nostro vicino! ». 

To gli dissi subito: «Sono venuto, scusi il disturbo, ma 
ga, avevo visto che lei ha di quella polvere, noi tutta sta- 
notte, le formiche... ». 

« Ah, ah, ah! Le formiche! » scoppiö a ridere la signora 
Reginaudo entrando, e il marito, con un piccolo ritardo, mi 
sembrò, ma con foga più rumorosa, le fece eco: « Ah, ah, ah! 
le formiche anche loro! Ah, ah, ah! ». 

Mio malgrado atteggiai la bocca a un modesto sorriso, 
come fossi compreso della comicità della mia situazione, ma 
non potessi farci nulla: cosa che appunto corrispondeva alla 
verità, tanto da essere venuto a trovarlo per domandare aiuto. 

«A chi lo dice, le formiche, caro vicino! », esclamava 
alzando le mani il signor Reginaudo. 
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«A chi lo dice mai, signor vicino, a chi lo dice! », f 
ceva eco sua moglie giungendo le mani al petto, ma sempre, 
come il marito, ridendo. 

« Perché, loro, mi sembrava, non ci avrebbero un rime-: 
dio? », chiesi, e il tremito della mia voce forse poteva esseri 
preso per voglia di ridere, e non per la disperazione che mii 
sentivo venire addosso. 

«Un rimedio, ah, ah, ah! », ridevano a più non posso? 
i coniugi Reginaudo. « Se abbiamo un rimedio? Ma venti,, 
cento rimedi, abbiamo! E uno, ah, ah, ah, uno meglio del-: 
Valtro! ». 

M’avevano condotto in un’altra stanza, dove decine dii 
barattoli di cartone e di latta dalle etichette sgargianti erano | 
posati sui mobili. 

«Vuole il Profosfàn? Vuole il Mirminèc? Oppure il 
Tiobroflit? L’Arsopän in polvere o in miscela? ». E si passa- 
vano di mano spruzzatori a stantuffo, pennelli, soffietti, al- 
zavano nuvole di polveri giallastre e di goccioline minutis- 
sime, e un miscuglio d’odori da farmacia e da consorzio agra- 
rio, sempre ridendo sgangheratamente. 


«E c’è qualcosa che serve davvero? », chiesi. 
Smisero di ridere. « No, niente », risposero. 


Il signor Reginaudo mi batté una mano sulla spalla, la 
signora aperse le persiane ed entrò il sole. Poi mi condussero 
a fare il giro della loro casa. 


Lui portava i calzoni del pigiama a righe rosa annodati 
sulla piccola pancia obesa, la canottiera, e il cappello di pa- 
glia sulla testa calva. Lei aveva una vestaglia stinta, che sco- 
priva ogni tanto le spalline della sottoveste; i capelli, attor- 
no al largo viso rosso, erano biondi, stopposi e arricciati senza 
cura. Erano rumorosi ed espansivi; ogni angolo della loro 
casa aveva una storia, e loro me la raccontavano, rubandosi 
le frasi l’un l’altro, e facendo i gesti, le esclamazioni, come 
ogni episodio fosse stato una gran farsa. In un punto avevano 
dato l’Arfanax al due per mille e le formiche erano state lon- 
tane per due giorni ma al terzo erano tornate, e allora lui 
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veva concentrato la miscela al dieci per mille, ma le formi- 
he invece di passar di li facevano il giro dal cornicione; in 
in altro punto avevano isolato uno spigolo con la polvere 
li Crisotan ma il vento lo portava via e ce ne volevano tre 
hili al giorno; su uno scalino avevano provato il Petrocid 
he sembrava le uccidesse sul colpo e invece le addormentava 
olamente; in un angolo avevano dato il Formikill e le for- 
niche continuavano a passare ma al mattino avevano trovato 
im topo avvelenato; in un punto dove lui aveva dato lo Zi- 
nofòsf liquido che costituiva uno sbarramento sicuro, la mo- 
lie ci aveva messo sopra l’Italmàc in polvere che faceva da 
ntidoto e ne aveva annullato l’effetto. I nostri vicini usava- 
lo casa e giardino come un campo di battaglia, e la loro pas- 
ione era tracciare linee oltre le quali le formiche non do- 
'evano passare, e scoprire i nuovi giri che esse facevano, e 
rovare nuovi intrugli e nuove polveri, ognuno collegato nel 
icordo a episodi già capitati, a buffe combinazioni, cosicché 
jastava loro pronunciare un nome: « Arsepit! Mirxidòl! », 
er scoppiare a ridere, ammiccando e gettandosi frasi allu- 
ive. A uccidere le formiche pareva — se mai avevano ten- 
ato — che avessero ormai rinunciato, visto che i tentativi 
rano inutili: cercavano solo di sbarrar loro certi passaggi, di 
leviarle, di spaventarle o di tenerle a bada: era un labirinto 
empre nuovo e tracciato con disegni di sostanze diverse che 
ssi preparavano giorno per giorno, un gioco in cui le for- 
niche erano un elemento necessario. 

« Non c’è altro da fare con queste bestie, non c’è altro 
la fare », dicevano, « a meno di fare come il capitano... ». 

« Eh, certo, noi spendiamo molti quattrini », dicevano, 
‘in questi insetticidi... Quello del capitano, si capisce, è un 
istema più economico... ». 

« Naturalmente noi la formica argentina non possiamo 
ncora dire d’averla vinta », dissero anche, « ma pure il capi- 
ano, lei crede che sia sulla strada buona? Ci ho i miei 
ubbi... ». 


«Ma chi é, scusino, il capitano? », chiesi. 
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«Il capitano Brauni: non lo conosce? Ah, lei è qui sok 
da ieri! E il nostro vicino li a destra, in quella villetta bian 
ca... E un inventore... », e risero, « ha inventato un sistema pe: 
sterminare la formica argentina... Anzi, molti sistemi. E 3 
perfeziona di continuo. Lo vada a trovare ». 

Pingui e sornioni, in quei pochi metri quadrati del lore 
giardinetto, tutto imbrattato di striature e schizzi d'oscuri lil 
quidi, impolverato di farine verdognole, ingombro di innaf 
fiatoi, solforatrici, vaschette di cemento dove si stemperava 
no preparati color indaco, e, nelle disordinate aiole, qualche 
rara pianta di rose ad alberetto ricoperta d’insetticidi dall: 
punta delle foglie alle radici, i coniugi Reginaudo alzavanı 
gli occhi al cielo limpido, soddisfatti e divertiti. A parlare 
con loro, io m’ero, volere o no, un poco rinfrancato: in fondo 
non che le formiche fossero una cosa da ridere come lors 
mostravano d'intendere, ma non potevano essere neppure un: 
cosa tanto grave, una cosa da perdercisi d'animo. «Eh, le 
formiche! » ora pensavo, « Ma che, formiche? E che male € 
fa un po’ di formiche? » Ora certo sarei andato da mia mo 
glie e l’avrei presa un po’ in giro: « Chissà cosa ti sei vista 
tu, con queste formiche... ». 

Un discorso su questo tono mi preparavo in mente men 
tre ritornavo attraversando il nostro pezzo di terreno con li 
braccia ingombre di cariocci e barattoli datimi in prova da 
vicini, scelti, secondo il mio desiderio, tra quelli che non con 
tenevano sostanze nocive al bambino che metteva in bocce 
tutto. Ma quando vidi, fuori di casa, col bambino in collo 
mia moglie cogli occhi vitrei e le fosse alle guance, e com 
presi la battaglia che doveva aver combattuto e la sua sco: 
perta della quantità infinita di formiche che ci circondavano 
e il suo essersi arresa, mi passò ogni voglia di sorridere € 
scherzare. 


«Finalmente ritorni... », mi disse, e il tono blando mi 
colpi più dolorosamente ancora dell’accento adirato che mi 


sarel atteso. « Qui non sapevo pit... tu vedessi... non sapeve 
proprio più... ». 
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« Ecco, ora proviamo con questo », le dissi, «e con que- 
> € poi con questo... », e disponevo i miei barattoli su di 
ripiano davanti alla casa, e subito cominciai a spiegarle 
pme andavano usati, in fretta in fretta, quasi avessi paura 
i vedere accendersi nei suoi occhi troppa speranza perché 
n mi sentivo d’illuderla né di disilluderla. Adesso avevo 
n ‘altra idea in capo, volevo andare subito a cercare di quel 
apitano Brauni. 
| « Fa’ come t’ho detto; torno subito ». 
_ «Vai via di nuovo? Dove vai? ». 
| «Da un altro vicino. Ha un sistema. Ora vedo ». 
. E corsi via verso la rete metallica coperta d'un fitto ram- 
icante, che cintava a destra il nostro terreno. Il sole era die- 
‘o una nuvola. M’affacciai alla rete e vidi la villetta bianca 
ircondata da un piccolo, ordinato giardino, con vialetti di 
hiaia grigia che giravano intorno a tonde aiole dal basso 
ordo di ferro battuto verniciato di verde come nei giardini 
ubblici, e in mezzo ad ogni aiola, un nero alberetto di man- 
arino o di limone. Tutto era silenzioso, ombroso e immo- 
ile. Stavo per allontanarmi incerto, quando vidi sporgersi da 
na ben potata siepe una testa coperta da un cappello da 
piaggia di tela bianca, sformato, a tese tirate giù che fini- 
ano in un orlo ondulato, sopra di un paio d’occhiali montati 
1 acciaio, un naso cartilaginoso e, sotto ancora, un sorriso 
agliente, lampeggiante di denti falsi, pur essi d'acciaio. Era 
n uomo magro e asciutto, in pullover, con i calzoni stretti 
lla caviglia da molle di quelle per andare in bicicletta, e 
i piedi sandali. S'avvicinó a osservare sul tronco d'uno degli 
Iberi di mandarino, silenzioso e circospetto, senza smettere 
uel teso sorriso. Io affacciato dietro alla spalliera di rampi- 
anti dissi: « Buon giorno, capitano ». L'uomo alzò la testa 
i scatto, e non aveva pit il sorriso, ma solo un freddo 
zuardo. 
« Lei & il capitano Brauni, scusi? », io gli chiesi. L’uomo 
ccenno di si. «lo, sa? sono il nuovo vicino, affitto la casetta 
aureri... Volevo incomodarla un momento perché ho sentito 


ire del sistema... ». 
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Il capitano alzö un dito, fece segno che m’avvicinassi; ic 
in un punto in cui la rete metallica era sfiancata, saltai d 
là. Il capitano continuava a tener alto quel dito e con Paltr: 
mano indicava il punto che stava osservando. Vidi che dal 
l'albero sporgeva un corto fil di ferro perpendicolare al trom 
co. Il fil di ferro reggeva all'estremità un pezzo — mi pa 
reva — di resca di pesce e a metà strada faceva una gobbi 
ad angolo acuto verso il basso. Sul tronco e sul fil di ferre 
c'era un va e vieni di formiche. Sotto al vertice del fil di ferre 
era sospeso un vasetto come quelli dell'estratto di carne. 


«Le formiche », spiegò il capitano, « attirate dall’odor« 
di pesce, percorrono il pezzo di fil di ferro; come vede, vanne 
benissimo avanti e indietro e non c’è caso che si scontrino: 
Ma c’è quel passaggio a V che è pericoloso; quando una for 
mica che va e una che torna s’incontrano sul vertice del V 
si fermano, e allora l’odore del petrolio che è in questo va: 
setto le stordisce, fanno per continuare la loro strada ma s 
investono, cadono, e muoiono nel petrolio. Tic, tic ». (Que 
sto «tic, tic» aveva accompagnato la caduta di due formi 
che). « Tic tic, tic tic, tic tic », continuava a dire il capitane 
con quel suo immobile sorriso d'acciaio, e ogni «tic» accom 
pagnava la caduta d’una formica nel vasetto, dove su due dite 
di petrolio nereggiava un velo di corpi d'insetto informi es 
aggrumati. 

« Una media di quaranta formiche uccise al minuto» 
disse il capitano Brauni, « duemilaquattrocento all’ora. Na 
turalmente bisogna tener pulito il petrolio, se no i morti le 
coprono e quelli che cadono dopo possono salvarsi ». 


Io non sapevo staccare gli occhi da quell’esile, rado ma 
continuo stillicidio: molte formiche superavano il punto pe 
ricoloso e tornavano trascinando coi denti frammenti di re 
sca, ma ce n'era sempre qualcuna che in quel punto si fer: 
mava, sbatteva le antenne e piombava giù. Il capitano Brauni. 
con lo sguardo fisso dietro le lenti, non perdeva il minimo 
movimento degli insetti, e ad ogni caduta aveva un piccolo 
irrefrenabile sussulto, e gli angoli tesi della sua bocca quasi 
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enza labbra palpitavano. Spesso non riusciva a trattenersi dal 
aetterci le mani, ora per correggere Vangolazione del fil di 
2rro, ora per scuotere il petrolio del vasetto e per disporre 
‘ grumi di formiche morte intorno alle pareti, ora addirit- 
ura per imprimere al congegno una piccola scossa che acce- 
rasse la caduta delle vittime. Ma quest’ultimo gesto doveva 
embrargli quasi un’infrazione alle regole, perch& subito ri- 
aeva la mano e mi guardava con l’aria di doversi giusti- 
icare. 

| - «Questo è un modello pit perfezionato », disse, condu- 
sendomi a un altro albero, da cui sporgeva un fil di ferro 
unito, sul vertice a V, d’una setola annodata; le formiche 
‚redevano di salvarsi sulla setola, ma l’odore del petrolio e 
Vimprovvisa esiguita del sostegno le confondevano al punto 
la farle precipitare senza scampo. L'espediente della setola 
5 del crine di cavallo era applicato a molte altre trappole 


che il capitano mi mostrava: il grosso filo di ferro, a un 
certo punto finiva in un esile crine e le formiche, disorien- 
tate dal cambiamento, perdevano l’equilibrio; e perfino era 
stato architettato un trabocchetto in cui all’esca s’accedeva 
per un finto passaggio, costituito da un crine spezzato a metà, 
che sotto il peso della formica s’apriva e la lasciava cadere 
nel petrolio. In quel giardino silenzioso e ordinato, a ogni 
albero, a ogni tubatura, a ogni colonna di balaustra erano 
applicati con precisione metodica quei supporti di fil di fer- 
ro, con la loro scodeilina di petrolio sotto; e le rose ad albe- 
retto ben potate, le spalliere di rampicanti, sembravano sol- 
tanto un’attenta mascheratura di quella parata. di supplizi. 

« Aglaura! » gridò il capitano avvicinandosi alla porta 
di servizio, e a me disse: « Ora le farò vedere la caccia degli 
ultimi giorni ». 

Dalla porta usci una donna secca e pallida, una spilun- 
gona con gli occhi spauriti e malevoli, e un fazzoletto in capo, 
annodato sopra la fronte. 

« Fa’ vedere i sacchi al nostro vicino », disse Brauni, e 
io intuii che doveva essere non una domestica, ma la moglie 
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del capitano, e la salutai con un cenno del capo e un mor 
morio, ma lei non mi rispose. Rientrd e riusci trascinande 
un sacco pesante per terra, con le braccia tutte tendini che 
dimostravano una forza superiore a quella che le avevo attri- 
buito al primo sguardo. Dalla porta socchiusa si vedeva in 
casa un cumulo di sacchi simili a questo; la donna, sempre 
senza dir nulla, era scomparsa. 


Il capitano allargò la bocca del sacco, e dentro sembrava 
ci fosse terriccio o concime chimico, ma lui ci ficcò il brac- 
cio e tirò su una manciata come di posa di caffè e la fece 
colare nell'altra mano: erano formiche morte, una soffice sab- 
bia nero-rossiccia di formiche morte tutte raggomitolate, ri- 
dotte a granelli in cui non si distingueva più né il capo né 
le zampe. Mandavano quell’odore acido, pungente. In casa 
ce n’erano quintali, una piramide di sacchi come questo, 
pieni. 

«E formidabile... », dissi, «le sterminerete tutte, così... ». 

«No», disse tranquillamente il capitano, «uccidere le 
formiche operaie non serve a niente. Ci sono formicai dap- 
pertutto con formiche regine che ne fanno nascere milioni 
d’altre ». 

«E allora? ». 

Mi accosciai accanto al sacco; lui era seduto sul gradino 
più in basso di me, e per parlarmi alzava il viso; l’informe 
tesa del cappello bianca gli copriva tutta la fronte e parte 
degli occhiali rotondi. 

« Bisogna affamare le regine. Se si riduce al minimo il 
numero delle operaie che approvvigionano il formicaio, le re- 
gine resteranno senza cibo. E le dico che un giorno vedremo 
le regine uscire dal formicaio in piena estate, e trascinarsi a 
cercare il cibo con le proprie zampe... Sarà la fine per tutte, 
allora... ». 


Chiuse con furia la bocca del sacco e s’alzö. Anch’io mi 
alzai. 


gs . . . 
«Invece, c'è chi crede di risolvere qualcosa. facendole 
scappare », e lanciò un’occhiata verso il villino dei Reginau- 
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do scoprendo i denti d’acciaio in un riso di scherno, « ...e c'è 
chi preferisce ingrassarle... E un sistema anche quello, no? ». 
Io non avevo capito la seconda allusione. 

«Chi? » chiesi. « Perché le vogliono ingrassare? ». 
«Non è venuto da lei l’uomo della formica? ». 

Di che uomo parlava? « Non so », dissi, «non credo... ». 
«Verrà anche da lei, stia tranquillo. Passa al giovedi, di 
solito: quindi se non è venuto stamattina, verrà nel pome- 
iggio. A dare il ricostituente alle formiche, ah, ah! ». 
Sorrisi per compiacerlo, ma non mi sentivo più di segui- 
e nuove piste. Proprio perché ero venuto da lui apposta, 
dissi: « Certo un sistema migliore del suo è impossibile... Lei 
crede che anche a casa mia potrei provare?... ». 


! « Deve dirmi quale modello preferisce », fece Brauni e 


mi ricondusse per il giardino. C’erano infatti molte sue in- 
'venzioni che non conoscevo ancora. Fili di ferro ad altalena, 


che carichi di formiche facevano contatto con una batteria 
‘e le fulminavano tutte sul colpo; incudini e magli ricoperti 
idi miele che uno scatto a orologeria faceva battere schiac- 
'ciando tutte le formiche che restavano in mezzo; ruote den- 
tate che le formiche stesse mettevano in moto straziando altre 
loro sorelle fino ad essere poi straziate alla loro velta dalla 
spinta di quelle che sopravvenivano. Io non riuscivo ad abi- 
tuarmi al pensiero che per compiere un'operazione cosi sem- 
plice come schiacciare una formica si dovesse impegnare tan- 
ta arte e costanza, ma capivo che l’importante era farlo con 
metodo, incessantemente, ed allora mi sentivo scoraggiato, 
perché mi pareva che nessuno avrebbe potuto eguagliare il 
terribile accanimento di questo nostro vicino. 

« Forse per noi andrebbe meglio qualcuno dei modelli 
più semplici », dissi, e Brauni emise uno sbuffo dal naso, non 
so se d’approvazione o di compatimento per la modestia del- 
le mie ambizioni. 

« Ci penserò un po’ su », disse, « le farò qualche schizzo ». 

Cosi non mi restava che ringraziarlo e congedarmi. Ri- 
saltai la siepe; non mi pareva vero di non sentirmi più eroc- 
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chiare quel ghiaino sotto i piedi; casa mia, pur infestata co- 
m’era, la sentivo per la prima volta casa mia davvero, un 
posto dove si torna dicendo: finalmente. 

A casa c’era il bambino che aveva mangiato gli insetti- 
cidi e mia moglie disperata. 

«Non aver paura, non sono velenosi! », le dissi subito. 


Velenosi no, ma buoni da mangiare non erano neppure: 
nostro figlio gridava dal dolore. Bisogno farlo vomitare; vo-. 
mitò in cucina e si riempi di nuovo di formiche, e mia mo- 
glie aveva appena fatto pulizia. Pulimmo in terra, calmam- 
mo il bambino, lo mettemmo a dormire nella cesta isolan- 
dola bene tutt'intorno con striscie di polvere insettifuga, € 
coprendola con una zanzariera legata intorno, perché sveglian- 
dosi non s’alzasse a mangiare altra robaccia. 


Mia moglie aveva fatto la spesa, ma non era riuscita a 
salvare la sporta dalle formiche, e cosi bisognò prima lavare 
ogni cosa, anche le sardine sott'olio, il formaggio, e staccare 
una a una le formiche appiccicate. Io l’aiutai, spaccai la le- 
gna, misi a posto la cucina economica, il tiraggio del cami- 
no, e lei puliva la verdura. Ma non c’era verso di star fermi 
in un posto; ogni minuto o lei o io saltavamo su, e — Ahi 
che mi punge! —, dovevamo grattarci e sformicarci o met- 
tere le braccia e le gambe sotto il rubinetto. Non sapevamo 
dove apparecchiare: in casa avremmo attirato altre formiche, 
fuori ci saremmo subito riempiti noi addosso. Mangiammo 
in piedi, muovendoci, e tutto sapeva ancora di formica, un 
po’ per quelle rimaste nei cibi, un po’ perché avevamo le 
mani impregnate di quell’odore. 


Dopo mangiato girai per il terreno, fumando una siga- 
retta. Dalla parte dei Reginaudo veniva un tintinnio di po- 
sate; m’affacciai e li vidi ancora a tavola, sotto un ombrel- 
lone, lustri e calmi, con tovaglioli a quadri annodati intorno 
al collo, che gustavano un budino di crema e bicchierini d’un 
vinetto chiaro. Diedi il buon appetito e m’invitarono a gra- 
dire. Ma io vedevo intorno al desco i sacchi ed i bidoni degli 
insettifughi, e ogni cosa ricoperta da veli di ciprie gialle o 
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hancastre e striature bituminose, e alle narici m’arrivavano 
plo quegli odori di sostanze chimiche. Dissi che ringraziavo 
ja che non mi tornava più appetito, ed era vero. La radio 
ei Reginaudo suonava, tenuta bassa, e loro canticchiavano 
h falsetto fingendo di farsi un brindisi. 


| Dalla scaletta dov’ero salito per salutarli, vedevo anche 
in pezzo del giardino di Brauni; il capitano doveva aver già 
nito di mangiare: usciva di casa col piattino e la tazza del 
jaffè, sorseggiando, e gettava intorno occhiate; certo per ve- 
yere se tutti i suoi tormenti erano in azione e l’agonia delle 
prmiche continuava con la regolarità consueta. Sospesa tra 
sue alberi vidi un’amaca bianca e compresi che doveva es- 
ervi sdraiata quell’ossuta e sgradevole signora Aglaura, ma 
e ne vedeva solo un polso e la mano che agitava un venta- 
¡lio a stecche. Le corde dell’amaca erano sospese ad un si- 
tema di strani anelli, che dovevano certo costituire in qual- 
he modo una difesa dalle formiche; o forse l’amaca era solo 
ina nuova trappola per formiche, con la moglie del capitano 
nessa li per esca. 


i. Non volli parlare coi Reginaudo della mia visita al vil- 
ino Brauni, perché già sapevo che l'avrebbero commentata 
on la sufficienza ironica ch’era solita ai nostri vicini nei reci- 
proci confronti. Volsi lo sguardo al giardino della signora 
Mauro, alto sopra di noi, e alla sua villa là in cima, sormon- 
ata dal girevole gallo marcavento. « Chissà se anche la si- 
mora Mauro avrà formiche lassù... », dissi, 


Si vede che i signori Reginaudo durante i pasti avevano 
in’allegria più sommessa, fatta di risatine chete chete, per- 
hé si limitarono a dire: «Eh, eh, eh... ne avrà anche lei... 
Eh, eh, eh. Ne avrà si, ne avrà bene... ». 


Mia moglie mi chiamò a casa, perché voleva mettere il 
materasso sul tavolo e sdraiarsi a dormire un poco. Col pa- 
sliericcio per terra come eravamo, non si poteva impedire 
alle formiche di salirci, invece al tavolo bastava isolare i 
quattro piedi e per un po’ le formiche non sarebbero ve- 
mute. Lei si mise a riposare, io uscii, con l’idea di cercare 
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certe persone che forse sapevano dirmi d'un lavoro, ma in 
realta perché avevo voglia di muovermi e di cambiare corso 
ai miei pensieri. 

Ma per strada, già i posti mi sembravano diversi da ieri: 
in ogni orto, in ogni casa indovinavo le file di formiche che 
salivano sui muri, che coprivano gli alberi da frutto, che muo« 
vevano le antenne verso ogni cosa zuccherosa o grassa; e il 
mio occhio ormai sull’avviso scopriva subito le masserizie 
messe fuor di casa a sbattere perché le formiche le avevana 
invase, e il soffietto dell’insettifugo in mano a una vecchia; 
e il piattino di veleno, e, aguzzando gli occhi, la fila che 
camminava, imperturbabile, lungo il cornicione. 


Pure, questo restava il paese ideale di zio Augusto: cosa 
potevano fargli le formiche, a lui? Scaricava sacchi ora per 
un padrone ora per l’altro, mangiava sulle panche delle oste» 
rie, girava alla sera dove c’era allegria e fisarmoniche, dor- 
miva dove capitava, dove c’era fresco e morbido. 


Andando, provavo a pensare d’essere zio Augusto, a muo- 
vermi come si sarebbe mosso lui, in un pomeriggio così, per 
queste strade. Certo, essere come zio Augusto voleva dire pri- 
ma di tutto esserlo di fisico: cioè basso e tracagnotto, con 
braccia un po’ da scimmia che s’aprivano in gesti sempre 
sproporzionati e restavano a mezz'aria, gambe corte che sba- 
gliavano il passo per voltarsi a guardare una donna, e una 
vocetta che, quando s'eccitava parlando, attaccava a ripetere 
furiosamente l’interiezione sporca del dialetto di qui, stonan- 
dola col suo accento d’altra regione. In lui corpo e anime 
erano tutt'uno; e avrei voluto vedermici, colla mia pesantezza 
e i miei pensieri per il capo, a fare le mosse e le uscite di 
zio Augusto. Ma potevo sempre fingermi lui mentalmente: 
esclamare dentro di me: «Di: la dormita che vado a schiac- 
ciarmi in quel fienile! Di: la panciata di sanguinacci e vi: 
netto che vado a farmi all’osteria! »; ai gatti che vedevo, 
immaginarmi di fargli una finta carezza e poi gridargli: 
«Auuuh! » per farli scappare spaventati; e alle serve: « Eh, 
eh, vuole che ci venga a aiutarla, signorina? ». Ma non era 
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ın bel gioco: piú mi rendevo conto di com'era facile per zio 
Augusto vivere qui, piú m’accorgevo che lui era un tipo di- 
verso, e non avrebbe mai sopportato i miei pensieri: una casa 
Ma metter su, un lavoro centinuato da trovare, un bambino 
mezzo malato, e una moglie che non ride, e il letto e la cu- 
ina pieni di formiche. 

Entrai in quell’osteria dov’eravamo di già stati, e chiesi 
alla donna della camicetta bianca se non erano venuti quegli 
homini con cui avevo parlato ieri. Faceva ombra e fresco; 
iorse non era un posto da formiche, quello; mi sedetti ad 
lattendere quei tali, come mi consigliò lei, e le chiesi, facen- 
do lo spigliato: « Ma non ne avete voi qui, formiche? ». 
Lei passava uno strofinaccio sul banco: « Qui si va e si 
viene, nessuno se n’è mai accorto ». 
| « Ma lei che vive sempre qui? ». 


Alzö le spalle: « Grossa come sono, devo aver paura del- 
le formiche? ». 
3 


A me quest’aria di nascondere le formiche come fossere 
una vergogna m'irritava sempre di più, e insistetti: «Ma non 
ne mette, di veleno? ». 


«Il veleno migliore per la formica », disse uno seduto a 
un altro tavolo, che, m’accorsi, era uno di quegli amici di zio 
Augusto con cui avevo parlato la sera prima, « è questo qui », 
e alzò il bicchiere e lo bevve d’un fiato. 


Vennero anche gli altri e vollero che bevessi con loro 
visto che indicazioni di lavoro non avevano saputo trovar- 
mene. Si capitò a parlare ancora di zio Augusto e uno do- 
mandò: « E cosa fa laggiù, la gran lingera? ». Lingera è una 
parola di qui per dire vagabondo e scampaforche, e tutti mo- 
strarono d’approvare molto quella definizione e di tenere mio 
zio in gran conto appunto come lingera. Io ero un po’ con- 
fuso di questa fama attribuita a un uomo che sapevo in fondo 
riguardoso e modesto, pur nel suo modo di vita scombinato. 
Ma forse questo faceva parte dell’atteggiamento di vanteria, 
d’esagerazione, comune a questa gente, e mi venne un’idea 
confusa che ciò si collegasse alle formiche, che fingersi in- 
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torno tutto un mondo movimentato e avventuroso fosse una 
maniera d’isolarsi dai fastidi piü minuti. 

L’ostacolo per me a entrare in quella mentalita — pe 
savo ritornando a casa — era mia moglie, sempre nemica del 
le cose fantastiche. E pensavo pure a quanto essa avesse in 
ciso nella mia vita, cosi che ormai io non riuscivo piü a ubria 
carmi di parole a pensieri, perché mi veniva subito in mente 
il suo viso, il suo sguardo, la sua presenza, che pure m'era 
cara e necessaria. 

Mi venne incontro fuori dell’uscio, mia moglie, con Varia: 
un po’ allarmata, e disse: « Senti, c'è un geometra ». 

Io che avevo nell’orecchio ancora il piglio di superiorità 
di quei gradassi in osteria, dissi quasi senza dare ascolto: 
« Eh, un geometra, adesso, per un geometra... ». 

E lei: « C'è venuto un geometra in casa, a prendere mi- 
sure... ). 

Io non capivo e entrai. «Oh, ma che dici? È il capi- 
tano! ». 

Era il capitano Brauni che con un giallo metro snoda» 
bile pigliava misure per impiantare in casa nostra le sue 
trappole. Gli presentai mia moglie e lo ringraziai per la pre- 
mura. 

« Volevo dare un’occhiata alle possibilità dell'ambiente », 
disse. « Tutto va fatto con criteri matematici », e misurò an- 
che la cesta dove dormiva il bambino, e lo svegliò. Il pic- 
colo si spaventò del metro giallo spianato sopra di lui e 
cominciò a piangere. Mia moglie si mise a riaddormentarlo. 
Il pianto del bambino innervosiva il capitano, sebbene io 
cercassi di distrarlo. Per fortuna si senti chiamare da sua 
moglie e usci. La signora Aglaura, affacciata alla siepe, gli 
faceva cenno con le sue braccia magre e bianche, e gridava: 
« Vieni! Sí, vieni! C’é gente! Si, c'è l’uomo della formica! ». 

Brauni mi rivolse un’occhiata e un sorriso a labbra stret- 
te pieno d’intenzione, e si scusò di dover subito ritornare a 
casa. « Ora verrà anche da lei», disse, indicando verso il 


punto dove quel misterioso uomo della formica doveva tro: 
varsi, « ora vedrà... » e andò via. 
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Io non volevo trovarmi davanti a quest’uomo della for- 
nica senza sapere bene chi fosse e cosa venisse a fare. Mi 
iliressi alla scaletta che dava sul terreno dei Reginaudo; il 
¡ricino stava rincasando proprio allora; portava un abito bian- 
20 e la paglietta, ed era carico di sacchetti e di barattoli. 
(sli chiesi: « Senta: l’uomo della formica, da loro, è già 
jpassato? ». 
| «Non so», disse Reginaudo, «vengo ora da fuori, ma 
credo di si perché vedo la melassa dappertutto. Claudia! ». 
| La moglie s’affacciö e disse: « Si, si, passerä anche dalla 
casetta Laureri, ma non speri che serva a qualcosa, sa! ». 
| Figuriamoci se speravo qualcosa, io. Chiesi: « Ma, que- 
'st'uomo, chi lo manda? ». : 
« E chi vuole che lo mandi? », disse Reginaudo. « È l’uo- 
mo dell'Ente per la lotta contro la formica argentina, Vim- 
‘piegato che viene a mettere la melassa in tutti i giardini e 
nelle case. Quei piattini li, vede? ». 

E la moglie: « Melassa avvelenata... », e fece un risolino 
‚come se la sapesse lunga. 


| « E le ammazza? ». Queste mie domande erano un gioco 
‘estenuante. Già lo sapevo: ogni tanto pareva che tutto fosse 
li li per risolversi, e poi ricominciavano le complicazioni. 


Il signor Reginaudo scosse il capo come se avessi detto 
una cosa sconveniente... « Ma no... Veleno a dosi minime, 
si capisce... Melassa zuccherata di cui le formiche sono ghiot- 
te. Le operaie devono tornare al formicaio, nutrire con que- 
ste piccolissime dosi di veleno le regine, che in questo modo, 
prima o poi, devono morire avvelenate ». 


Non volli domandare se, prima o poi, morissero davvero. 
Capivo che il signor Reginaudo m’informava di questo pro- 
cedimento col tono di chi, personalmente, sostiene una con- 
cezione diversa, ma sente il dovere di riferire obbiettiva- 
mente e con rispetto l'opinione ufficiale dell’autorità. Sua 
moglie invece, con l'intolleranza propria delle donne, non 
si peritava di manifestare la sua avversione per il sistema 
della melassa, e sottolineava il discorso del marito con risa- 
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tine maligne, con battute ironiche: atteggiamento che a lui: 
doveva in qualche modo apparire fuori luogo o troppo az: 
zardato, perché cercava di darle sulla voce o ad ogni modo: 
d’attenuare quest’impressione di disfattismo, non proprio con: 
traddicendola completamente, — forse perché in privato an- 
che lui s’esprimeva cosî, e anche peggio, — ma cercando di 
darle piccoli esempi d’equanimità, come: «Be, ora tu esa- 
geri, Claudia... Certo molto efficace non è, ma può servire... 


Poi, lo fanno gratuitamente... Bisogna aspettare qualche anno 
prima di giudicare... ». 


« Qualche anno? Sarà vent'anni che mettono quella : 
roba li, e ogni anno le formiche si moltiplicano ». 


Il signor Reginaudo, anziché smentirla, preferí spostare 
il discorso su altre benemerenze dell'Ente: e m’illuströ il 
sistema delle cassette di letame, che gli uomini della formica — 
mettevano nei giardini perché le regine andassero a farci le 
uova, e poi passavano a ritirare per bruciarle. 


Io capii che il tono del signor Reginaudo era quello adat- 
to per spiegare la cosa anche a mia moglie, sospettosa e pes- 
simista per natura, e, tornato a casa, le rifeci il discorso del 
vicino, guardandomi dal vantare il sistema come miracoloso 
o comunque rapido, ma anche astenendomi dagli ironici com- 
menti della signora Claudia. Mia moglie è una di quelle don- 
ne che, per esempio in treno, credono che gli orari, la distri- 
buzione dei vagoni, le richieste dei controllori, siano tutte 
cose insensate e malfatte senza alcuna giustificazione possi- 
bile, ma pure le accettano con rancore remissivo; cosi giu- 
dicò un’assurda e derisoria complicazione questa storia della 
melassa, — né io seppi contraddirla, — ma si preparò a rice- 
vere la visita dell'uomo della formica, il quale, avevo saputo, 
si chiamava signor Baudino, — senza frastornarlo con pro- 
teste o inutili richieste d’aiuto. 


L'uomo entrò nel nostro terreno senza chiedere permes- 
so e ce lo vedemmo davanti mentre parlavamo ancora di lui, 
il che provocò uno spiacevole imbarazzo; era un ometto sulla 
cinquantina, in un abito nero liso e stinto, con una faccia 
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| po’ da ubriacone, i capelli ancora oscuri pettinati con una 
jeriminatura infantile. Le palpebre semichiuse, il sorriso lie- 
yemente untuoso, una pigmentazione rossiccia intorno agli 
| chi e alle pinne del naso preannunciavano l’intonazione di 
woce chioccia, un po’ da prete, con una forte cadenza dia- 
jettale. Un movimento nervoso gli faceva pulsare le rughe 
hgli angoli della bocca e del naso. 


Se descrivo il signor Baudino con tanti particolari, é per 
gercar di definire la strana impressione che ci fece; anzi, 
¡nient'affatto strana: perché ci sembrò che tra mille persone 
avremmo indovinato che l’uomo della formica era proprio 
lui. Aveva mani grosse e pelose: in una reggeva una specie 
di caffettiera e nell’altra una pila di piattini di terracotta. 
i disse della melassa che aveva da mettere, e la sua voce 
adiva un'infingarda indifferenza impiegatizia: il modo stes- 
so, molle e strascicato, di pronunziare la parola « melassa » 
bastava a dirci con quanta incallita sfiducia e con quanto 
disprezzo per le nostre angustie quest'uomo adempiesse al 
suo compito. Di fronte a lui m’accorsi che era mia moglie a 
dare esempio di calma, mostrandogli i punti di maggior pas- 
saggio delle formiche. Infatti, a vederlo muoversi con tanta 
esitazione, per ripetere quei pochi gesti di riempire a uno 
a uno i piattini versando melassa dalla caffettiera e di posarli 
senza rovesciarli, a me gia scappava la pazienza. Cosi osser- 
vandolo mi venne in mente la ragione dell’impressione strana 
che m’aveva fatto a prima vista: assomigliava a una formica. 
Non so dire bene perché, ma ci assomigliava di certo: forse 
per il colore nero opaco della sua persona, forse per le pro- 
porzioni di quel suo corpiciattolo, oppure per il tremito agli 
angoli della bocca che corrispondeva al continuo vibrare 
d’antenne e zampine degli insetti. C’era perd una caratteri- 
stica delle formiche che lui non aveva affatto, ed era la fretta 
affaccendata che sempre tiene in moto quelle; il signor Bau- 
dino si muoveva con lentezza e goffaggine, ed ora con un 
pennellino intinto di melassa ci imbrattava scioccamente la 


casa. 
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Mentre seguivo con crescente fastidio i movimenti 
quell’uomo, m'accorsi che mia moglie non era con me; li 
cercai con lo sguardo e la vidi in un angolo del terreno, dove: 
la siepe del villino Reginaudo si congiungeva con quella del: 
villino Brauni; affacciate alle rispettive siepi, la signora 
Claudia e la signora Aglaura stavano confabulando, e mia 
moglie, in mezzo, le stava a sentire. M’avvicinai a loro, dato 
che il signor Baudino ora s’occupava dell’intercapedine die 
tro la casa, dove poteva imbrattare quanto voleva senza biso- 
gno d’esser sorvegliato, e sentii la signora Brauni che predi- - 
cava, accompagnandosi con secchi gesti angolosi: 


«Il ricostituente, viene a dare alle formiche, quello lí: : 
il ricostituente, altro che il veleno! » i 

E la signora Reginaudo di rincalzo, in un tono un po 
mellifluo: «Il giorno che non ci fossero più formiche i fun». 
zionari dell'Ente dove andrebbero? Quindi, cosa vuole che 
facciano, signora mia? » 

« Le ingrassano, ecco quello che fanno! », concluse con 
ira la signora Aglaura. 

Mia moglie, — poiché i discorsi d’entrambe le vicine 
erano rivolti a lei, — stava a sentire zitta, ma il modo che 
aveva di tener dilatate le narici e ripiegate le labbra mi 
diceva che la rabbia, la sofferenza per l’inganno che doveva 
subire la stavano già divorando. E anch'io, debbo dire, ero 
molto vicino a credere che quelli non fossero soltanto pette- 
golezzi di donne. 


«E le cassette di letame per le uova? » continuava la 
Reginaudo. « Le ritirano, ma crede che le brucino? Macché! » 


Si senti: « Claudia! Claudia! », la voce del marito, che 
certo quelle intemperanze della moglie facevano stare sulle 
spine. La signora Reginaudo ci lasciò con un « Scusatemi », 
in cui vibrava una nota di disprezzo per il conformismo del 
consorte, e dalla parte opposta mi pare eccheggiasse una 
specie di risata sardonica, e vidi per i vialetti bene inghiaiati 
il capitano Brauni che andava correggendo l’inclinazione del- 
le trappole. Ai suoi piedi uno dei piattini di terracotta ap- 
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lena riempiti dal signor Baudino era rovesciato e spezzato, 
rto da una pedata, chissa se distratta o volontaria. 


Non so quale attacco contro l’uomo della formica mia 
hoglie covasse dentro di sé, mentre tornavamo verso casa; 
i probabile però che ora non avrei fatto nulla per trattenerla, 
zi Vavrei, se era il caso, spalleggiata. Ma, data un'occhiata 
ntorno a casa e dentro, ci accorgemmo che il signor Baudino 
ra sparito; gia c'era sembrato, venendo, d'aver sentito cigo- 
are e chiudersi il nostro cancelletto. Doveva essere uscito 
roprio allora, senza salutare, lasciandosi dietro quelle tracce 
i melassa appiccicosa e rossiccia che spandevano uno sgra- 
levole odorino dolciastro, completamente diverso da quello 
lelle formiche ma, non saprei dir come, imparentato con 
880. 


Poiché nostro figlio dormiva, pensammo che era il mo- 
nento adatto per salire a casa della signora Mauro. Dovevamo 
indare a trovarla per chiedere le chiavi d'un certo ripostiglio 
> un po’ anche per visita di dovere. Ma i veri motivi che ci 
acevano affrettare la visita erano l'intenzione di farle sentire 
le nostre rimostranze per averci affittato un’abitazione invasa 
lalle formiche senza premunirci in alcun modo, e — soprat- 
utto, — la curiosità di vedere come la nostra padrona di 
sasa si difendesse da quel flagello. 


La villa della signora Mauro aveva un giardino piuttosto 
srande, in salita, con alte palme dalle ingiallite foglie a ven- 
aglio. Un viale a tornanti portava verso un edificio tutto ve- 
“ande a vetri e abbaini, e in cima al tetto un gallo marca- 
vento rugginoso che girava a fatica stridendo sul suo perno, 
n ritardo rispetto alle foglie delle palme, gementi e fru- 
cianti a ogni levata d'aria. Mia moglie ed io salivamo per 
questo viale e giú dalle balaustre vedevamo la casetta dove 
abitavamo, ancora cosí poco a noi familiare, e la sterpaglia 
Jel terreno incolto, e il giardinetto dei Reginaudo simile al 
sortile d'un magazzino, e il giardinetto dei Brauni con la 
ua compostezza quasi cimiteriale, ed ecco ora potevamo 
limenticarci che erano luoghi neri di formiche, ecco ora po- 
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tevamo vederli come sarebbero stati senza quell’assillo al quale 
non ci si poteva sottrarre neppure per un attimo, ecco ora: 
a quella distanza potevano anche sembrare un paradiso, — 
e perd piú dall’alto li guardavamo pit ci prendeva un senso 
di pieta per la nostra vita laggiü, come se a vivere in quel 
meschino, gracile orizzonte non si potesse che continuare a 


batterci contro problemi gracili e meschini. 

La signora Mauro era anziana, magra e alta; ci ricevette: 
in ombra, seduta su una sedia dall’alto schienale, accanto a; 
un tavolino apribile con oggetti da cucito e il necessario per! 
scrivere. Vestiva di nero, tranne un bianco colletto maschile; ; 
era lievemente incipriata sul viso magro, e severamente pet. 
tinata. Ci porse subito la chiave che già il giorno prima aveva: 
promesso di darci, ma non ci chiese se c'eravamo trovati bene: 
nella casa, e questo — ci sembrò — era segno che già s'aspet- 


: 


tava la nostra lamentela. 


«Ma le formiche che ci sono laggiü, signora...», disse 
mia moglie con un tono che stavolta avrei voluto meno umile 
e rassegnato. Sebbene fosse una donna dura e spesso aggres- 
siva, mia moglie certe volte si lasciava prendere dalla timi- 
dezza, e a vederla in quei momenti mi si comunicava il di- 
sagio. 

Venendole di rinforzo e calcando un accento risentito io 
dissi: « Lei ci ha affittato una casa, signora, che se avessimo 
saputo di tutte queste formiche, le dico francamente », e tron- 
cai li, pensando d’esser stato chiaro abbastanza. 


La signora neppure alzö lo sguardo. «La casa era disa- 
bitata da molto tempo », disse. «E comprensibile che ci sia 
un po’ di formica argentina, ce n’é dappertutto... dove non 
si fa bene pulizia. Lei», disse a me, «m'ha tenuta in sospeso 
quattro mesi prima di darmi una risposta. Se ci fosse andato 
a stare subito, adesso non avrebbe formiche ». 

Noi guardavamo la stanza quasi buia per i tendaggi è 
le persiane socchiuse, le alte pareti ricoperte d’antica iap- 
pezzeria, gli oscuri mobili intagliati sopra i quali caraffe e 
teiere d’argento imandavano brevi lampeggi, e ci sembrava ché 
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1el buio, quei pesanti arredi servissero a nascondere la pre- 
mza di fiumi di formiche che certo percorrevano la vecchia 
sa dalle fondamenta al tetto. 

« Perché lei, qui», disse mia moglie con un timbro in- 
nuante, quasi ironico, «non ne ha, di formiche? », 

La signora Mauro contrasse le labbra. « No », disse, re- 
sa. E poi, come avvedendosi che poteva non esser creduta, 
iegö: « Qui teniamo tutto come uno specchio. Appena qual- 
le formica entra dal giardino, ce ne accorgiamo e corriamo 
ripari ». 

« Come? », chiedemmo subito a una voce io e mia mo- 


lie, e non provammo altro che speranza e curiosità, adesso. 


' «Cosi», fece la signora stringendosi nelle spalle, «le 


acciamo via, via con la scopa». In quel momento la sua 
spressione di studiata impassibilità fu percorsa come dalla 
ènsione d'un dolore fisico, e vedemmo che, nello star seduta, 
postava vivamente il suo peso da una parte, arcuandosi alla 
ita. Se non fosse stato in contrasto con le affermazioni che 
> stavano uscendo di bocca, avrei giurato che una formica 
rgentina, passatale sotto i vestiti, l'aveva pizzicata; una, op- 
ure alcune, che le stessero passeggiando per la persona cau- 
andole prurito, perché malgrado si sforzasse di non muo- 
ersi dalla sedia appariva chiaro che non le riusciva di stare 
alma e composta come prima, ma stava tutta tesa, mentre 
el viso le si disegnava una traccia di sofferenza sempre più 
cuta. 


«Ma noi abbiamo davanti quel terreno che è nero, di 
ormiche », dissi in fretta, «e per pulita che potremo tenere 
ı casa, dal terreno ne verranno sempre dentro a migliaia... ». 

« Si capisce », disse la signora, e la sua mano sottile si 
srrava al bracciolo, — « si capisce, il terreno è incolto, e sono 
posti incolti che fanno crescere formiche a milioni. | miei 
rogetti erano di farle mettere a posto quel terreno già da 
uattro mesi fa. Lei m’ha fatto aspettare, ed ora ne ha un 
anno; e non solo lei, ma ne hanno un danno tutti, perché 


: formiche si propagano... ». 
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«Si stanno propagando anche qui da lei? », chiese mia; 
moglie quasi sorridente. 


« Qui no! », fece pallida la signora Mauro, e sempre te” 
nendo la destra ferma al bracciolo, con un piccolo movimento: 
rotatorio della spalla prese a strisciare il gomito contro il. 
fianco. | 

A me veniva l’idea che l’ombra, gli ornamenti, l’ampiez-; 
za delle stanze e l’orgoglio dell’animo fossero le difese che: 
quella donna aveva contro le formiche, le ragioni per cui di 
fronte ad esse era più forte di noi; ma che tutto quello che: 
vedevamo intorno, a cominciare dalla sua persona li seduta, 
fosse rósa da formiche più spietate ancora delle nostre; quasi: 
una sorta di termiti africane che distruggevano ogni cosa la 
sciandone gli involucri, e che di quella casa restasse solo la. 
tappezzeria stinta, il panno quasi polverizzato delle tende, 
tutto sul punto di crollare in briciole davanti ai nostri occhi. 


«Noi venivamo proprio a chiederle se poteva darci qual. 
che consiglio per liberarci da questa piaga... », disse mia mo- 
glie che aveva ripreso una completa scioltezza di contegno. 


« Tener bene la casa e lavorare la terra. Non c’è altro ri- 
medio. Il lavoro: solo il lavoro », e s’alzö in piedi, e la de- 
cisione di congedarci si sommò ad uno scatto istintivo della 
sua persona che non poteva più star ferma. Si ricompose, € 
sul suo viso pallido passò come un'ombra di sollievo. 


Scendevamo per il giardino, e mia moglie disse: « Spe- 
riamo solo che non si sia svegliato ». Anch'io stavo pensando 
al bambino. Sentimmo che piangeva prim’ancora d’essere a 
casa. Corremmo, lo prendemmo in braccio, cercammo di cal- 
marlo, ma continuava a piangere alto, strillato. Gli era en- 
trata una formica in un orecchio: ci mettemmo un po’, prima 
di capirlo, perché piangeva disperato e non ci dava nessun 
appiglio. Già mia moglie l’aveva subito detto: « Devono esser 
state le formiche! », ma io non capivo perché continuasse a 
piangere cosi, mentre formiche addosso non glie ne trovava» 
mo né segni di morsi o irritazioni, e l'avevamo spogliato e 
ben guardato da tutte le parti. Però ne trovai qualcuna nella 
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sta; e dire che mi pareva d’averla isolata bene; ma non 
revamo badato alle pennellate di melassa dell’uomo-formica: 
co che una delle goffe strisce tracciate dal signor Baudino 
rava fatta apposta per attirare quelle bestie su dal pa- 
mento fino al giaciglio del bambino. 

Tra il pianto del bambino e le grida di mia moglie ci 
tirammo in casa le donne del vicinato: la Reginaudo che 
fu davvero preziosa e assai gentile, la Brauni che, bisogna 
rlo, fece anche lei quel che poté per aiutarci, e altre don- 
tte mai viste prima. Tutte s’affannavano a dar consigli: ver- 
irgli olio tiepido nell’orecchio, fargli tenere la bocca aperta, 


y 


rgli soffiare il maso, e non so che altro ancora. Gridavano 
| finivano per darci piú impiccio che aiuto, per quanto sul 
omento fossero state di conforto; e questo loro affaccendar- 
| intorno al nostro bambino serviva sopra tutto ad eccitare 
lastio generale contro l’uomo della formica. Mia moglie ave- 
a gridato ai quattro venti incolpando lui, Baudino; e le vi- 
ine erano concordi nel dire che quell’uomo si meritava il 
atto suo, una buona volta, e che era lui a far di tutto perché 
a formica crescesse bene, per non perdere l’impiego, e che 
ra capacissimo d'averlo fatto apposta, perché ormai si sa- 
eva che stava sempre dalla parte della formica, non da quel- 
1 dei cristiani. Esagerazioni, si capisce, ma in quell'agitazio- 
e, col bambino che piangeva, mi ci unii anch'io e se avessi 
vuto tra le mani proprio allora il signor Baudino, non so 
eppure dire cosa gli avrei fatto. 

La formichina uscí con l’olio tiepido; il bambino, mezzo 
tordito dal piangere, prese un giocattolo di celluloide e lo 
gitò e succhiò deciso a dimenticarci. lo avevo lo stesso bi- 
ogno suo: stare per conto mio e distendere i nervi, ma tra 
> donne continuava la diatriba contro Baudino, e dicevano 
"mia moglie che lui probabilmente si trovava in un recinto 
‘ vicino dove aveva il suo ripostiglio, e mia moglie: « Ah, 
» ci vado, ci vado si, a dargli quel che si merita! ». 

Allora si formò un piccolo corteo, con mia moglie in 
esta, io naturalmente vicino a lei, pur senza pronunciarmi 
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sull’utilita dell'impresa, altre donne che incitavano mia mo 
glie seguendola e talora sopravanzandola per mostrarle ld 
strada. La signora Claudia s’offerse di tenerci il bambino & 
ci salutò al cancello; m’accorsi dopo che con noi non c’era 
neanche la signora Aglaura, che pure s'era dimostrata una 
delle più accese nemiche di Baudino, ma eravamo accompa 
gnati da un piccolo gruppo di donnette sconosciute. Proce: 
devamo adesso per una specie di strada-cortile, fiancheggiata 
da casupole di legno, pollai e ortaglie mezzo ingombre di 
spazzatura. Qualcuna delle donnette dopo aver tanto detto, 
giunta a casa sua si fermava sulla soglia, ci indicava con gran 
calore dove dovevamo andare, e si ritirava in casa richia: 
mando gli sporchi bambini che giocavano per terra, o andava 
a dar da mangiare alle galline. Solo un paio di donne ci 
seguirono ancora fino al recinto di quel Baudino, ma quan: 
do, dopo i colpi bussati da mia moglie, s’apri un uscio, ci 
trovammo a entrare io e lei soli, sebbene ci sentissimo se- 
guiti dagli sguardi di quelle donnette alle finestre o nei pol 
lai, o che passavano li fuori scopando, e pareva continuassera 
a incitarci ma a voce bassissima, e senz’affatto esporsi. 


L'uomo della formica era in mezzo al suo ripostiglio, 
una baracca andata distrutta per tre quarti, a una cui super: 
stite parete di legno era attaccato un manifesto ingiallito con 
la scritta cubitale: Ente per la lotta contro la formica argen- 
tina, e intorno erano pile di quei piattini per mettere la 
melassa, e cassette e barattoli d’ogni genere, il tutto in una 
specie d’immondezzaio, colmo di cartocci con lische di pesce 
e altri rifiuti, talché veniva subito l’idea che quella fosse la 
sorgente di tutte le formiche della zona. Il signor Baudino 
era di fronte a noi con un irritante mezzo sorriso interroga- 
tivo che mostrava i vuoti della sua dentatura. | 


« Lei», Paggredí mia moglie riprendendosi dopo un at: 
timo d’esitazione, « lei dovrebbe vergognarsi! Perché ci viene 
in casa e sporca dappertutto e al bambino la formica nel 
Porecchio ce l’ha fatta entrare lei con la sua melassa ». 


Gli aveva avanzato le mani sotto il viso, e il signor Bau: 
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lino senza smettere quel guasto sorriso faceva dei movimenti 
da animale selvatico per tenersi aperta la via d’uscita, e 
intanto alzava le spalle e dava occhiate e ammicchi intorno, — 
rivolto a me, perché nessun altro era in vista — come a dire: 
«E scema », ma la sua voce proferiva solo generiche e molli 
smentite come: « No... no.... macché ». 


« Perché lo dicono tutti che & lei che dä il ricostituente 
Ile formiche invece d’avvelenarle! », gridava mia mc glie, e 
lui sgusciò dalla porticina in quella strada-cortile, e mia mo- 
glie gli teneva dietro ingiuriandolo. Ora le serollate di spalle 
e le strizzatine d’occhio del signor Baudino si rivolgevano 
‚alle donne delle casupole intorno, e mi pareva che esse stes- 
¡sero facendo una specie d'impalpabile doppio gioco, accettan- 
do d’esser prese per testimonio da lui che mia moglie diceva 
sciocchezze, e quando invece era mia moglie a rivolgere loro 
lo sguardo, incitandola con piccoli accaniti cenni del capo e 
movimenti delle scope a dar addosso all’uomo della formica. 
Jo non intervenivo, e cosa avrei potuto fare? Non certo in- 
veire anch'io e mettere le mani addosso a quell'ometto sfug- 
gente, ché gia l’ira di mia moglie era abbastanza accesa con- 
tro di lui; e neppure mi pareva il caso di moderarla, perché 
mon volevo prendere le difese di Baudino. Finché mia mo- 
glie in un reiterato attacco d’ira, gridando: «Lei ha fatto 
del male al mio bambino! », gli s’afferrö al colletto, scuoten- 
dolo nei suoi panni. Io stavo per buttarmi a separarli ma lui 
non la toccò, girò su se stesso con mosse sempre pi formi- 
chesche, finché riusci a sfuggirle, s'allontanó un poco con qual 
che goffo passo di corsa e poi si ricompose e andò via, sempre 
scrollando le spalle e mormorando frasi come: « Ma che cose... 
Ma chi è... », e facendo il gesto per dire: « È scema », sempre 
rivolto al pubblico delle casupole. Dal quale pubblico, nel 
momento in cui mia moglie s'era lanciata su di lui, s'era le- 
vato un brusio ma indistinto, che s'era taciuto appena l’uomo 
s'era liberato e ora si ricomponeva in frasi che gli venivano 
lanciate dietro, frasi non tanto di protesta e di minaccia 
quanto di lamentela e quasi di richiesta di compatimento, 
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ma gridate come fossero orgogliose proclamazioni: « A noi le 
formiche ci mangiano viviii... Formiche nel letto, formiche 
nel piatto, tutti i giorni, tutte le nottiii... Già abbiamo poco 
da mangiare e dobbiamo sfamare anche lorooo... ». 

Io avevo preso mia moglie sottobraccio e ancora lei si. 
scuoteva ogni tanto e gridava: « Ma non la finirà cosi! Lo 
sappiamo chi è che ci truffa! Lo sappiamo chi è che dobbia- . 


mo ringraziare! » e altre frasi di minaccia che restavano senza 
eco, perché al nostro passaggio le finestre e le porte delle | 
casupole si richiudevano e gli abitanti riprendevano la loro 
misera vita assieme alle formiche. 


Cosi fu un triste ritorno, ed era prevedibile. Ma a me 
spiaceva soprattutto aver visto come quelle donnette s'erano 
comportate. E mi venne un fastidio per chi va in giro a 
piagnucolare delle formiche che non l’avrei più fatto in vita 
mia, e mi veniva voglia di chiudermi in un orgoglio straziato 
come quello della signora Mauro, ma lei era ricca e noi po- 
veri, e non trovavo la via, la maniera per continuare a vivere 
in questo paese, e mi pareva che nessuno di questi che co- 
noscevo e che pure fino a poco prima m’erano parsi così su- 
periori, l’avesse trovata o fosse sulla strada di trovarla. 


Eravamo dinanzi a casa: il bambino succhiava il suo gio- 
cattolo, mia moglie s'era messa su una sedia, io guardavo il 
campo infestato, le siepi, e di là una nuvola di polvere inset- 
tifuga salire dal giardino del signor Reginaldo, e a destra l’om- 
bra silenziosa del giardino del capitano, col continuo stilli- 
cidio delle vittime. Questo era il mio nuovo paese. Presi bam- 
bino e moglie e dissi: « Andiamo a fare un giro, andiamo 
fino al mare ». 


Era sera. Passavamo per viali e strade a scale. Il sole bat- 
teva su uno spigolo della città vecchia, di pietra grigia e 
porosa, con cornici di calce alle finestre e i tetti verdi d’erba. 
Nell’entroterra la città s’apriva a ventaglio, s’ondulava in ver- 
santi di colline, e dall’uno all’altro lo spazio era colmo d’aria. 
limpida, a quest'ora color rame. Nostro figlio si voltava stu- 
pito a vedere ogni cosa e a noi toccava prendere parte alla 
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sua meraviglia, ed era un modo per riaccostarci al blando 
sapore che ha a momenti la vita e riindurirci al passare dei 
giorni, 

Incontrammo delle donne anziane che portavano grandi 
ceste in bilico sul capo posate sopra un cercine, — cammi- 
navano immobili, col torso fermo sulle reni, gli occhi bassi —; 
e da un giardino di monache un gruppo di ragazze cucitrici 
corsero in una ringhiera per vedere un rospo in una vasca 
e dissero: « Oh che angoscia! »; e dietro un cancello, sotto 
un glicine, delle giovinette biancovestite facevano giocare con 
un pallone da spiaggia un cieco; e un ragazzo mezzo nudo 
e barbuto, coi capelli fino alle spalle, coglieva i fichi d’India 
con una canna aperta a forchetta da una vecchia pianta irta 
di spine lunghe e candide; e i bambini d’una casa ricca, tristi 
e occhialuti, facevano bolle di sapone alla finestra; ed era 
l’ora che ai vecchi del ricovero suona la ritirata e salivano per 
quelle scale Puno dietro l’altro col bastone, con la paglietta 
in capo, parlando ciascuno per suo cento; e allora dei due 
operai del telefono quello che teneva la scala disse a quello 
controluce sui fili: « Scendi, è ora, domani finiremo ». 

Cosi arrivammo al porto e c’era il mare. C’era una fila 
di palme, e delle panche in pietra: io e mia moglie sedemmo 
e il bambino era quieto. Mia moglie disse: « Qui non c’è for- 
miche ». To dissi: «E c’è un bel fresco: si sta bene ». 

Il mare andava su e giù contro gli scogli del molo, muo- 
vendo quelle barche dette gozzi, e uomini dalla pelle oscura 
le riempivano di rosse reti e nasse per la pesca serale. L'acqua 
era calma, con appena uno scambiarsi continuo di colori, az- 
zurro e nero, sempre più fitto quanto più lontano. Io pensavo 
alle distanze d’acqua cosi, agli infiniti granelli di sabbia sot- 
tile giú nel fondo dove la corrente posa gusci bianchi puliti 


dalle onde. 


agosto 1949 - aprile 1952 
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MESSAGGIO DA PIAZZA SAN BABILA 


Il colombo di marzo posa 

appena sul filo dell ali, sul margine 
fulgido di vento dei terrazzi. 

Un mite coro si spegne 

dall’alta gronda, accompagna 

la fine del giorno, o dell'età. 

Salva dal pugno di stipa 

un fuscello, un filo di tabacco, un bene 
anche minore! S’intrica 

qui intorno la rosa 

dei tuoi cammini, lo sbocco 

sempre allo stesso punto. 

Qui sei giunto, qui alla fine ti accoglie 
con dolcezza il tuo caos consueto. 


SU UN VECCHIO FOGLIO 


Ci sarà uno specchio in cui entra 

il tuo sorriso, un ricordo che ti trattiene, 
un nome per la tua voce: ma qui 

la luce taglia più del filo 

a piombo, stride sul vetro 
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| paziente a ogni metro 
del tuo cammino_in questangolo morto. 
Il mio lume è la brace tetra 
_ del tabacco, l'occhio storto 
ue del fumatore rassegnato. — 
Un garbuglio, un inferno di niente 
è il mondo dove tu non sel. 
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UNA LAPIDE IN VIA MAZZINI 


Et j'ai vu quelquefois ce que l’homme a cru voir. 
RIMBAUD 


I 


Quando, nell’agosto del 1945, Geo Josz ricomparve a F*, 
unico superstite dei centottantatré membri della Comunita 
'israelitica ch’erano stati deportati dai tedeschi fin dall’autun- 
no del ’43, e che i più consideravano, non senza ragione, 
sterminati tutti da un pezzo nelle camere a gas, nessuno, in 
città, da principio lo riconobbe. 

Non rammentavano nemmeno chi fosse, a dire il vero. 
A meno che — soggiungevano alcuni con aria dubitativa — 
a meno che non si trattasse d’un figlio di quell’Angelo Josz, 
notissimo grossista di tessuti, che sebbene discriminato per 
meriti patriottici (cosi diceva la motivazione del decreto del 
739: ed era stato umano, dopo tutto, da parte del defunto 
console Bolognesi, che a quei tempi reggeva, in F*, la Segre- 
teria federale fascista, e sempre rimase un ottimo amico del 
vecchio Josz, usare, in memoria della Marcia su Roma in- 
sieme compiuta, un linguaggio talmente generico), non era 
riuscito, con questo, ad evitar per sé e per la famiglia la 
grande razzia del ’43. 


Si, uno di quei ragazzi appartati — cominciavano a ri- 
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cordare stringendo le labbra e corrugando la fronte —, non 
pr d’una decina fra tutti, che per aver troncato forzatamente 
ogni rapporto di studio con gli ex compagni di scuola fin 
dal '38, ed aver anche smesso, per conseguenza, di frequen- 
tarne le case, d'allora in poi non s’erano piú visti in giro 
che di rado, ed eran venuti sú con certe facce strane, tra im- 
paurite, selvatiche e sdegnose, che a rivederle ogni tanto in 
fuga, chine sul manubrio d'una bicicletta trascorrente velo- 
cissima per Corso Po, nel tratto piú deserto di esso, verso la 
campagna, la gente, turbata, preferiva dimenticarsele. 


Ma a parte ciò: chi avrebbe potuto riconoscere in quel- 
l’uomo d'etá indefinibile, grasso al punto da sembrar gonfio, 
e rivestito di una sorta di campionario di tutte le divise mi- 
litari cognite e incognite del momento (di cui il kolbak di 
pelo d’agnello che, ad onta del caldo, colui teneva sul capo 
rapato, non era certo la più singolare: un tipo abbastanza 
normale, nel complesso, dati i tempi: da non starci a pensar 
sopra in modo particolare, incontrandolo, pur che si eccet- 
tuasse quella grassezza davvero eccessiva, e quel pallore della 
pelle, da dissanguato); chi avrebbe potuto ravvisare sotto 
le spoglie di quello sconosciuto, ch’era apparso improvvisa- 
mente, un torrido pomeriggio di quell’agosto straordinario, 
giusto di fronte al Tempio israelitico, in via Mazzini, il 
gracile fanciullo di sette, o il nervoso, magro, spaurito ado- 
lescente di tre anni innanzi? E se un Geo Josz era mai na- 
to, ed esistito; se anch'egli, a quanto asseriva, aveva fatto 
parte della schiera di quelle centottantatré larve inghiottite 
da Buchenwald, Auschwitz, Mauthausen, Dachau, ecc.: come 
era possibile pensare che lui, solo lui, se ne tornasse adesso 
di là, e si presentasse bizzarramente vestito, è vero, ma comun- 
que ben vivo, a raccontare di sé e degli altri che non eran tor- 
nati, né sarebbero, certo, tornati mai più? Dopo tanto tem- 
po, e tante sofferenze che eran toccate un po’ a tutti, senza 
distinzione di fede politica, di religione, di censo, di razza, 
costui, adesso, che cosa voleva? Perfino l'ingegner Cohen, il 
Presidente della Comunità israelitica, il quale, non appena 
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tornato dalla Svizzera, aveva voluto ricordar gli scomparsii 
con una gran lapide marmorea che spiccava ora rigida,. 
enorme, nuovissima, sulla facciata di cotto rosso del Tempie: 
(e si dovette poi rifarla, naturalmente, non senza una certai 
soddisfazione di chi aveva rimproverato all’ingegnere tanta: 
fretta celebrativa: ché i panni sporchi — carita di Patria: 
insegni! — c’è sempre tempo e modo di lavarli senza scan- 
dalo...), perfino lui, in principio, aveva levato una quantità, 
d’obbiezioni, insomma non ne voleva sapere... 

Ma andiamo con ordine, tuttavia; e fermiamoci un mo-: 
mento, prima di proceder oltre, all'episodio appunto della 
lapide posta sulla facciata del Tempio israelitico per incauta 
iniziativa dell’ing. Cohen: episodio dal quale, effettivamente, 
ha inizio la storia del ritorno di Geo Josz a F*. 


La scena, a raccontarla ora, potrà sembrare poco credi- 
hile: e basterebbe, per dubitarne, immaginarla svolgersi, co- 
me si svolse, contro lo sfondo cosi usuale, per noi, cosi fami- 
liare di via Mazzini (nemmeno la guerra l’ha toccata: co- 
me a significare che nulla, mai, vi potrà accadere!...): della 
via, cioè, che partendo da Piazza Castello, e fiancheggiando 
il vecchio ghetto — con la chiesa di S. Maurelio, all’inizio, 
e la stretta fessura del vicolo Torcicoda, a mezzo corso, e la 
facciata di cotto rosso del Tempio israelitico un poco pit 
avanti, e la doppia, opposta schiera dei suoi cento fondachi 
e botteghe, proteggenti ognuno, nella penombra impregnata 
d’odori, una piccola, cauta anima intrisa di mercantile scet- 
ticismo e ironia — congiunge i vicoli contorti e decrepiti del 
nucleo medioevale di F* con le splendide arterie, tanto deva- 
state dai bombardamenti, della parte rinascimentale e mo- 
derna della città. 

Immersa nel fulgore e nel silenzio del mezzodi d’agosto 
— un silenzio interrotto, a larghi intervalli, dall’eco di spari 
lontani — via Mazzini si apriva vuota, deserta, intatta. E 
tale era apparsa anche al giovane operaio che dall’una e 
mezzo, dopo esser montato sopra una piccola impalcatura col 
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apo ricoperto da un berretto di carta bianca, s'era messo ad 
irmeggiare attorno al lastrone di marmo che gli avevan dato 
la sistemare, a due metri dal suolo, contro il mattone pol- 
yeroso della Sinagoga. La sna presenza, di contadino costretto 
a inurbarsi per colpa della guerra, e a improvvisarsi muratore 
(egli si sentiva penetrare pian piano dal senso della sua soli- 
udine e da un vago spavento: perché si trattava, certo, di 
ina lapide commemorativa: ma lui s’era guardato bene dal 
leggere cosa c’era scritto sopra...), s’era persa fin da principio 
nella luce, non era valsa ad annullare il deserto, Né era valso 
ad annullarlo, codesto deserto, nemmeno il piccolo gruppo 
li passanti che, raccoltosi piü tardi senza ch’egli, in appa- 
renza, se ne accorgesse, era venuto a poco a poco a coprire, 
yario d'atteggiamenti e di colori, parte della strada alle sue 
palle. di 
Erano stati due giovanotti, in principio, a fermarsi: due 
partigiani barbuti e occhialuti, coi pantaloni corti al ginoc- 
10, il fazzoletto rosso al collo, il mitra a bandoliera: studenti, 
ignorini di città — aveva pensato il giovane muratore-conta- 
lino sentendoli parlare, e voltandosi appena a sbirciarli. Ad 
ssi, di li a poco, si era aggiunto un prete, imperterrito, ad 
mta del caldo, nella sua tonaca nera, ma con le maniche 
‘imboccate — e aveva una sua strana aria battagliera, come 
li sfida — sui bianchi avambracci pelosi. E quindi, di se-- 
ruito, un borghese, un sessantenne con la barbetta color pepe 
> sale, l’aria spiritata, la camicia aperta sul petto magrissimo 
: Pinquieto pomo d’Adamo: il quale borghese, dope aver co- 
ninciato a leggere a mezza voce ciò, presumibilmente, che: 
ulla lapide era scritto (ed erano nomi e nomi: ma non tutti 
taliani, a quanto pareva), s'era interrotto bruscamente, a un 
erto punto, per esclamare con enfasi: « centottantatre su 
juattrocento! »; come se anche a lui, Podetti Aristide, da Bo- 
co Mésola, che a F* c’era per caso, né intendeva trattener- 
isi piú del necessario, e intanto badava a lavorare con co- 
cienza di cazzuola, e a nient'altro, potessero, quei nomi e quei 


umeri, dire o ricordare qualcosa. Che gli importava, a lui,. 


447 


GIORGIO BASSANI 


di sapere a chi quei nomi appartenessero, e per quale ragion 
erano stati scritti lassi? I discorsi della gente che, aitratt 


evidentemente proprio da essi, era intanto venuta crescende 
di numero, facevano un ronzio molesto alle sue orecchie. 
Ebrei, va bene, centottantatré deportati su quattrocento che 
ne vivevano a F*: ma che cos'erano, finalmente, questi ebrei?! 
Cosa intendevano dire, coloro e gli altri, i fascisti, con questa 
parola? Eh, i fascisti! Proprio dal suo paese, in fondo alla 
Bassa, dove avevano impiantato durante la guerra una spe: 
cie di quartier generale, avevan sparso il terrore nelle cam-- 
pagne, per mesi e mesi. Li chiamavano tupin, topini, a causa} 
della camicia nera: e appunto come i topi, quando era arri-: 
vata l’ora, avevano trovato súbito la buca dove nascondersi. . 
Ma chi poteva giurare — si chiedeva, egli, ridacchiando —- 
che non sarebbero tornati? Essi stavan nascosti, o addirittura | 
giravano tra la gente, anch'essi col fazzoletto rosso al collo.. 
Ma al momento buono, altrettanto svelti di come s'erano na-: 
scosti, sarebbero saltati fuori dalle tane, di nuovo con le loro ı 
camicie nere, le loro teste di morto: e allora, meno cose uno. 
sapeva, tanto meglio per lui. 

Ed era, il povero ragazzo, talmente determinato a non 
voler sapere e accorgersi di nulla — perché gli bastava di 
lavorare, a lui, non voleva storie —; talmente ignaro, e dif- 
fidente di tutto e di tutti, mentre volgeva, chiuso nel suo 
rozzo dialetto del Delta, la schiena ostinata contro il sole: 
che a un certo momento, sentendosi battere, piano, all’altez- 
za della caviglia (« Geo Josz? », aveva detto, contemporanea» 
mente, una voce beffarda), si era voltato di scatto con gli 
ecchi cattivi: pronto a combattere — pareva —, a difendersi 
da chissà che minaccia. 

Un uomo basso, tarchiato, con uno strano berretto di 
pelliccia in capo, era davanti a lui. Indicava, col braccio 
alzato, la lapide alle sue spalle. Com'era grasso! Pareva gonfio 
d’acqua, una specie d’annegato. Né c’era da averne paura — 
sembrava —, perché rideva, come a cattivarsi la sua simpatia. 

« Geo Josz? », ripeté, e sempre indicava la lapide; ma 
serio, ora, 
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| Di nuovo s’era messo a ridere. Ma subito, come pentito, 
; disseminando il discorso di frequenti « prego» alla tede- 
ca (si esprimeva con la forbitezza d’un conversatore da sa- 
otto: e Podetti Aristide, perché era a lui che si indirizzava, 
tava a sentirlo a bocca aperta), si era dichiarato spiacente, 
(mi creda», di aver guastato ogni cosa col suo intervento 
he, era pronto a riconoscerlo, aveva tutti i caratteri dello 
traordinario. Eh già — sospird —, la lapide avrebbe dovuto 
sser rifatta, giacché quel Geo Josz, cui in parte era dedicata, 
ion era altri che lui stesso, lí presente. A meno che (e in 
10 dire egli volse in giro gli occhi celesti, come a impadro- 
ursi di un'immagine di via Mazzini dalla quale fosse esclu- 
a la piccola folla che gli si accalcava attorno senza fiatare: 
ıon una testa, frattanto, si era sporta da qualcuna delle tan- 
e botteghe li presso..), a meno che la Commissione promo- 
rice, accettando il fatto come un suggerimento del destino, 
ion avesse senz’altro rinunziato all'idea della lapide comme- 
norativa: la quale — sogghignd —, se presentava il vantag- 
rio indubitabile, posta in quel luogo d’intenso passaggio, d’es- 
ere bene in vista della cittadinanza («Lei perd non tiene 
onto della polvere, caro amico: tra qualche anno, comun- 
Jue, nessuno se ne accorgerà pit... »), aveva nel contempo il 
‘rave torto di alterare in modo sconveniente la facciata cosi 
mesta, cosi alla mano, del «nostro caro, vecchio Tempio »: 
ina delle poche vecchie cose, ivi compresa la stessa via Maz- 
ini — che la guerra, grazie a Dio, aveva completamente 
isparmiato, ed era rimasta identica a « prima » — sulle qua- 
i («... sí, caro amico, lo dico anche per Lei, che, immagino, 
ıon è israelita... »), uno potesse ancora contare. 

« Un po’ come se Lei, con quella faccia, con quelle mani, 
a obbligassero, che so, a mettersi lo smoking ». 

E intanto mostrava le proprie, di mani, callose oltre ogni 
lire; ma coi dorsi cosi bianchi che un numero di matricola, 
atuato poco più su del polso destro nella pelle molliccia, 
ome bollita, poteva esser letto distintamente nelle sue cinque 


ifre, precedute dalla lettera J. 
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I 


Cosi, dunque, con uno sguardo non già minaccioso, bensi i 
ironico e quasi divertito (occhi, i suoi, d'un celeste acquoso, . 
impreciso, che guardavan freddi dal basso: come se egli emer: - 
gesse, gonfio e pallido com’era, dal profondo del mare), Geo) 
Josz ricomparve in F*, tra noi. 

Egli veniva di molto lontano, d’assai più lontano di quan. . 
to non venisse realmente! E ritrovarsi d’un tratto fra noi,, 
nella città dov'era nato... 

La cosa s’era svolta pressapoco cosi. L’autocarro militare 
sul quale egli era salito all'alba, presso Trento, aveva, stac-, 
catosi dal traghetto di Pontescuro, risalito lentamente l’argi-. 
ne destro del Po: ed ecco che, giunto in cima, dopo un ulti- 
mo, quasi riluttante sobbalzo, gli aveva offerto allo sguardo. 
l'immensa, dimenticata pianura dell'infanzia e dell’adolescen- 
za. Laggiú, spostata un poco a sinistra, avrebbe dovuto esser- 
ci F*: ma era F* — s’era chiesto egli, e aveva chiesto, anche, 
al conducente seduto al suo fianco —, era F* quello scuro 
poligono di pietra polverosa, ridotto, a parte le quattro torri 
del Castello che aeree, irreali, ne sorgevano al centro, a una 
sorta di lugubre ferro da stiro, che gravava pesante sui cam- 
pi? Dove erano i verdi, luminosi, antichi alberi che una volta 
s'innalzavano lungo il crinale delle Mura smozzicate? L’auto- 
carro si avvicinava velocemente alla città, come se ora piom- 
basse, irrefrenabile, dall’alto: e attraverso le larghe breccie 
aperte nei bastioni si potevan già scorgere le vie urbane, un 
tempo tanto familiari, rese irriconoscibili dai bombardamen- 
ti. Non erano passati che due anni, da quando lui era stato 
portato via; ma eran due anni che valevano per venti, o per 
duecento. 


Egli era tornato quando pi nessuno l’aspettava. Che cosa 
voleva, adesso? 


Forse, per risponder con calma a una domanda come 
questa — con la calma necessaria a intendere e compatire 
quello che, in un primo momento, magari non era stato che! 
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un semplice, anche se inespresso, desiderio di vivere — ci 
volevan forse altri tempi, forse un’altra citta. 

| Ci voleva gente, ad ogni modo, un po’ meno spaventata 
di quei certi signori dai-quali prendeva norma, ancora e 
sempre, l’opinione pubblica cittadina (c’erano, nel numero, 
insieme con alcuni grossi commercianti e proprietari di terre, 
parecchi tra i piü autorevoli professionisti di F*: il nerbo 
insomma di quella ch’era stata, prima della guerra, la nostra 
cosiddetta classe dirigente): persone che per esser state co- 
strette ad « aderire », piú o meno in blocco, alla defunta Re- 
pubblica Sociale, né sapendo rassegnarsi, nemmeno per poco, 
a starsene in disparte, vedevano insidie, nemici, e perfino 
rivali politici dappertutto. Avevan preso la tessera, la” fami- 
gerata tessera, è vero. Ma per puro civismo: e non prima, 
comunque, di quel fatale dicembre del ’44 che era costato la 
vita al Direttorio del 1° C.L.N. al completo. Crivellati di col- 
pi dirimpetto ai portici del Teatro Comunale — dove eran 
rimasti per due lunghi giorni, guardati a vista dalla truppa 
col mitra imbracciato — li avevan. veduti loro, coi loro occhi 
medesimi, i cinque corpi di quei « poveri ragazzi » riversi 
nella neve fradicia come tanti fagotti! È così, seguitando su 
questo tono, tutti presi com’erano dallo sforzo di convincer 
gli altri e se stessi che, se avevan sbagliato, avevano sbagliato 
piuttosto per generosità che per paura (per ciò, smesso ogni 
altro distintivo, avevan cominciato a farsi vedere in giro con 
tutte le decorazioni disponibili inalberate all'occhiello della 
giacca): non potevano certo dirsi, no davvero, i tipi più adat- 
ti per riconoscer negli altri quella semplicità e normalità di 
propositi, quella famosa « purezza » delle opere e delle inten- 
zioni a cui, per sé, non sapevano rinunciare. Quanto, poi, al 
caso specifico dell’uomo dal kolbak: ammesso pure che colui 
fosse Geo Josz — del che non erano, però, mica del tutto per- 
suasi! —; ciò ammesso, di lui bisognava diffidare ugualmente. 
Quel grasso suo, tutto quel grasso, li insospettiva. L’edema da 
fame, gia!... Ma chi altro, se non Geo stesso, poteva aver messo 


in giro una storia simile, nel goffo tentativo di giustificare 
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una floridezza che contrastava singolarmente con quanto si 
diceva dei campi di concentramento tedeschi? L’edema da 
fame non esisteva, era una invenzione bella e buona. E laz 
grassezza di Geo voleva dire due cose: o che nei lager nont 
si soffriva, poi, di quella gran fame che la propaganda soste- 
neva; o che Geo vi aveva goduto — e qui sorridevan con iro+ 
nia — di condizioni di particolare favore. Un fatto era sicuro: | 
sotto quel berréttone di pelo, dietro quel labbro increspat 
da un perpetuo sorriso, non ci poteva esser posto, l'avrebbero 


giurato, che per pensieri e progetti ostili. 

E che dire degli altri — una minoranza, per la verità 
che se ne stavan tappati in casa, con l’orecchio teso ai mini. 
mi rumori che venivano di fuori, l’immagine stessa della: 
paura e dell’odio? 

C’era, fra questi ultimi, chi si era offerto di presiedere.; 
con tanto di sciarpa tricolore a tracolla, le pubbliche aste dei: 
beni sequestrati alla Comunità israelitica (inclusi i lampa- 
dari d’argento del Tempio e le antiche pergamene delle Serit-- 
ture); e chi, calcando sulla canizie il nero berretto sormon-. 
tato dal teschio del Fascio, aveva fatto parte di un’Assise: 
straordinaria responsabile di varie fucilazioni: gente, per il 
resto, quasi sempre stimabilissima, che magari prima d’alloraé 
non avevano mai dato segno d’interessarsi di politica, ed anzi 
avevan sempre condotto, nella maggioranza dei casi, vita tut-- 
ta ritirata, dedita alla famiglia, alla professione, agli studii.... 
Senonché temevano tanto per sé, costoro; avevano, per pro-- 
prio conto, tanta paura di morire, che quand’anche Geo Josz: 
non avesse desiderato che vivere (e questo era il minimo, via, 
che egli potesse desiderare): ebbene anche un desiderio cosii 
semplice, cosi naturale, ad essi sarebbe parso in qualche mo-- 
do intollerabile, offensivo. Il pensiero che qualcuno dei loroi 
potesse, una notte o l’altra, esser preso alla chetichella daii 
«rossi » e condotto direttamente al macello in qualche luogo 
ignorato della campagna: codesto pensiero tremendo torna- 
va, assiduo, a farli impazzire d’angoscia. Vivere, sopravvivere? 
purchessia! Era una pretesa violenta, esclusiva, disperata... | 
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E almeno si fosse, l’uomo dal kolbak, « quel rottame », 
eciso ad andarsene da F*! Incurante che i partigiani, sotten- 
ati al Comando delle Brigate Nere, adoperassero la casa di 
via Campofranco, di proprieta di suo padre, come loro ca- 
serma e prigione, era chiaro invece che egli s’accontentava 
di portare attorno, ossessivo, quella sua faccia di malaugurio: 
certo per aggiungere nuova esca all’ira di chi avrebbe prov- 
veduto a vendicar lui e tutti i suoi. Lo scandalo più grosso 
‚era, comunque, che le nuove Autorità sopportassero un tale 
stato di cose. Al Prefetto dottor Herzen, insediato nella ca- 
rica, l'indomani della « cosiddetta Liberazione », da quel me- 
desimo C.L.N. di cui, dopo i fatti del dicembre ’44, era di- 
ventato Presidente, inutile far ricorso: se era vero, com’era 
vero, che le liste di proscrizione le facevano appunto nel suo 
ufficio al Castello, ogni sera. Eh, lo conoscevan bene, loro, 
quel tipo che nel ’39 s’era lasciato espropriare quasi sorri- 
dendo del grande calzaturificio del quale era proprietario 
alle porte della città, e di cui ora, non fosse stato ridotto in 
macerie dai bombardieri alleati, avrebbe certo preteso di tor- 
nare in possesso! Sui quarant'anni, calvo, con le lenti cer- 
chiate di tartaruga, aveva l’aspetto caratteristicamente paci- 
fico e inoffensivo (a parte il nome «ebreo », Herzen, e la 
schiena rigida, inflessibile, che pareva avviiata sulla bici- 
cletta dalla quale non si separava mai) di tutte le persone 
più seriamente temibili. Ma la Curia Arcivescovile? E il Go- 
vernatorato inglese? Non era questo, purtroppo, il segno dei 
tempi: che anche da quella parte non tornasse miglior ri- 
sposta di qualche sospiro di desolata solidarietà, o, peggio, 
d’un ghigno beffardo? 

Con la paura e con l’odio non si ragiona. Ché se si fosse 
voluto, invece, per tornare a Geo Josz medesimo, compren- 
der qualcosa di ciò che veramente egli volgesse nell’animo, 
sarebbe bastato, dopo tutto, rifarsi alla sua straordinaria ap- 
parizione in F*: e precisamente al séguito della scena singo- 
lare che, giusto accanto all’ingresso del Tempio israelitico, in 


via Mazzini, a un certo punto l’aveva condotto a offrir le 
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mani, non senza sarcasmo, all’esame sbigottito di un giovane + 
muratore. | 

Si ricorderà forse il borghese di circa sessant’anni, con | 
la rada barbetta brizzolata e il collo risecchito, che era stato» 
ira i primi a fermarsi davanti al lastrone di marmo della ı 
lapide commemorativa voluta dall’ing. Cohen, levando a uni 
dato momento la voce stridula (« centottantatré su quattro-: 
cento! », aveva gridato egli, con orgoglio) per commentarne : 
il contenuto. Ebbene quando costui, dopo aver seguito con | 
gli altri in silenzio ciò che nei minuti successivi era acca-: 
duto, si fu buttato al collo dell’uomo dal kolbak, baciandolo | 
fragorosamente sulle gote, e dimostrando con ciò, primo fra! 
tutti, di aver riconosciuto perfettamente in lui Geo Josz: que». 
st'ultimo, che ancora stava con le mani stese in avanti, se ne: 
usci a dire freddo freddo: «con quella barbetta ridicola, 
caro zio Daniele, quasi non ti riconoscevo »; frase, la sua, 
davvero rivelatrice non soltanto dei rapporti di parentela 
esistenti fra lui e uno dei superstiti rappresentanti cittadini 
della famiglia Josz — un fratello di suo padre, per la preci- 
sione, il quale, sfuggito per miracolo alla grande retata del 
novembre ’43, era rientrato in città fin dagli ultimi d’aprile — 
bensi dell’insofferenza acuta, profonda, che lui, Geo, aveva 
subito provato per ogni segno che gli parlasse, in F*, del pas- 
saggio del tempo, e del mutamento, anche minimo, da ‘esso 
portato nelle cose. 


E così: 

« Perché quella barba?... ». 

« Crede forse che la barba le stia bene?... ». 

Pareva, sul serio, che egli non avesse altro in mente che 
di osservare con occhio critico tutte le barbe di varia foggia 
e misura che la guerra, non diversamente dalle famose carte 
false, aveva fatto diventare d’uso comune: ed era il suo mo- 
do, questo, giacché non poteva certo dirsi un tipo loquace, 
di disapprovare, di non esser d’accordo. 

In quella ch’era stata prima della guerra casa Josz, dove 
zio e nipote apparvero lo stesso pomeriggio, ce n’eran molte, 
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naturalmente, di barbe; e al basso palazzotto di pietra rossa, 
sormontato da una snella torre ghibellina, cosi esteso in lun- 
chezza da coprire quasi interamente un lato della quieta e 
romita via Campofranco, re veniva un’aria militaresca, feu- 
dale, che evocava forse gli antichi padroni della casa, i mar- 
chesi Del Sale, dai quali Angelo Josz, nel ’10, l’aveva acqui- 
stata per poche migliaia di lire, ma nulla affatto lui, il gros- 
sista di tessuti ebreo che i tedeschi avevan portato via nel 
"43, ed era scomparso con tutta la famiglia nei forni di Bu- 
chenwald. 


Il portone da basso era spalancato; davanti, seduti sui 
gradini dell’ingresso col mitra fra le gambe nude, o sdraiati 
sui sedili di una jeep accostata all'alto muro che, di fronte, 
correva a separare via Campofranco da ‘un vasto giardino 
traboccante di verde, sostavano in ozio una dozzina di parti- 
giani. Ma altri, in maggior numero, alcuni recando sotto il 
braccio grossi fasci di carte, andavano e venivano senza ripo- 
so, nonostante l’afa del pomeriggio inoltrato, coi segni, nel 
volto, dell’energia e della risolutezza. Si svolgeva così, fra la 
strada metà in ombra e metà al sole, e il portico sbrecciato del 
vecchio palazzo gentilizio, un andirivieni intenso, vivace, alle- 
gro, in pieno accordo con le strida delle rondini che passavan 
basse, radendo i ciottoli, e col ticchettio di macchine da scri- 
vere che usciva fuori per le enormi inferriate secentesche del 


pianterreno. 
La strana coppia — uno magro, alto, spiritato, l’altro 
‘grasso, tardo, sudaticcio — entrò dunque nel portico, e subito 


attrasse l’attenzione di tutti i presenti: gente armata, in gran 
parte, e, al solito, con capelli e barbe prolisse, che sedevano 
in attesa su rozzi banchi disposti lungo le pareti. Si fecero 
attorno; e Daniele Josz, che evidentemente teneva in modo 
particolare a mostrare al nipote la propria dimestichezza con 
l’ambiente, già rispondeva di buon grado alle domande, per 
conto suo e del compagno. Ma lui, Geo, fissava tutti quei volti 
abbronzati, sanguigni, che li stringevan da presso, come se 
attraverso le barbe volesse, incredulo, indagare chissà quale 
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segreto, quale nascosta magagna. « Eh, a me non me la date: 
| mica a bere!... », diceva il suo sorriso. Parve rasserenato sole 
un momento, scoprendo che oltre i cancelli del portico, drit. + 
ta al centro del piccolo giardino pelato che si stendeva di là, | 
splendeva ancora, intatta e rigogliosa, una grande magnolia: i 
ma non abbastanza, tuttavia, perché poco più tardi, di sopra, 
nell’ufficio del giovane comandante dell’A.N.P.I. (lo stessoi 
che di li a due anni sarebbe diventato il più brillante depu- 
tato comunista d’Italia: cosi gentile, cosi compito e rassicu- + 
rante da far sospirare di rammarico, visto che appartenevai 
ad una delle migliori famiglie di F*, i Bottecchiari, e pert 
giunta era scapolo, non poche delle nostre più degne meres; 
de famille) egli non ripetesse, di nuovo, la sua ormai vieta 
osservazione: « La barba non le sta affatto bene, lo sa? ». 
Sicché, nel gelo imbarazzato che subito scese su quella che: 
fino allora, per merito esclusivo dello zio Daniele, era stata 
una conversazione piena di cordialità, durante la quale il fu-- 
turo onorevole aveva fatto mostra di non rilevare il Lei a cui} 
s'era tenuto Geo per parte sua, e aveva insistito nell’affettuoso ı 
tu dei coetanei e dei compagni di partito, emerse chiaro, di. 
colpo, ciò che Geo Josz realmente voleva, la ragione per la. 
quale egli era li (e avessero potuto assistere alla scena tutti. 
coloro che, viceversa, temevan tanto di Iui!...). Quella casa 
nella quale Zoro, cosi come gli altri, i neri, prima di loro si. 
erano insediati, era sua, non se ne ricordavano? Con quale 
diritto se ne erano impossessati? Guardò minaccioso la datti- 
lografa che, trasalendo, smise d’un tratto di batter sui tasti, 
come se intendesse dire anche a lei, proprio a lei, che non 
si sarebbe affatto accontentato d’una stanza sola, e fosse pur 
stata quella li, cosi bella e assolata — un ex salotto da rice- 
vere, certo, anche se i parquets eran stati strappati dal pavi- 
mento per farne magari legna da ardere —, nella quale, 
vero?, si stava cosi bene, dall’alba al tramonto, e forse 
anche più in là del tramonto, a lavorare in compagnia del 
giovane comandante partigiano che sembrava tanto deciso, 
bontà sua, a rinnovare il mondo. 
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| Cantavan giù nella strada: 

| 

| 


Fischia il vento, urla la bufera, 
Scarpe rotte, e pur bisogna andar... 


e il canto entrava, impetuoso e assurdo, per la finestra aperta 
contro il cielo d'un rosa tenero, dolcissimo. 

Ma la casa era sua, non s’illudessero. Presto o tardi lui 
se la sarebbe ripresa, tutta. 


III 


Cosi doveva accadere, in realtà, sebbene ovviamente non 
subito. 

Per il momento, Geo si accontentò di una stanza sola, e 
non si trattò nemmeno dell’ufficio di Nino Bottecchiari, bensi 
d’una camera ch’egli ricavò da una specie di granaio in cima 
alla torre che sovrastava la casa: camera a cui si accedeva, 
per mezzo d’una scaletta a chiocciola di legno, da un sotto- 
stante sgabuzzino, una volta adibito a ripostiglio di comodo, 
nel quale invece si allogò lo zio Daniele. 

Da quell’altezza, attraverso un’ampia vetrata, Geo pote- 
va osservare, non visto, tutto ciò che accadeva nel giardino, 
da una parte, e in via Campofranco, dall’altra. E poiché egli 
non usciva quasi mai di casa, accontentandosi, presumibil- 
mente, di star ore ed ore a contemplare il vasto paesaggio di 
tegole rosse ai suoi piedi (un panorama che non pit limitato, 
oltre i tetti della città, dai grandi alberoni delle mura, si 
stendeva dagli altissimi argini del Po, a nord, fino alle prime 
propaggini degli Appennini, a sud), la sua presenza continua 
divenne in breve, per gli occupanti dei piani di sotto, un 
pensiero molesto, assillante. Le cantine di casa Josz, che ri- 
spondevan tutte nel giardino, erano state trasformate, fin dal 
tempo delle Brigate Nere, in altrettante segrete, a proposito 
delle quali si continuavano a raccontare, in città, molte sto- 
rie sinistre: ma ora, sottoposte com’erano al probabile infido 
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controllo dell'ospite della torre, non servivano più a que: 
gli scopi di giustizia sommaria e clandestina per cui eran. 
state create. Adesso, con Geo Josz installato in quella specie : 
di osservatorio, non si poteva esser sicuri nemmeno delle ore : 
notturne: giacché la lampada a petrolio che lui teneva accesa , 
tutta la notte — e se ne vedeva il debole chiarore vacillante : 
filtrar dai vetri, lassi, fino a giorno pieno — faceva supporre : 
che egli fosse sempre all’erta, non dormisse mai. Dovevan es | 
sere le due, le tre del mattino seguente alla sera che Geo era. 
apparso per la prima volta in via Campofranco, quando a 
Nino Bottecchiari, che era rimasto a lavorare nel suo ufficio à 
fino a quell’ora, e finalmente si disponeva a concedersi un po’ 
di riposo, era capitato, appena uscito in istrada, di alzare gli 
occhi alla torre. « Badate a voi! », diceva il lume di Geo, | 
sospeso a mezz’aria nel cielo stellato. Ed era stato rimprove- . 
randosi acerbamente di colpevole leggerezza e acquiescenza | 
— ma al tempo stesso, da buon politico, preparandosi a te- | 
ner conto delle nuove circostanze di fatto — che il giovane 
futuro onorevole era salito, con un sospiro, a bordo della jeep. 

| Ma c'era poi il caso che egli apparisse da un momento 
all’altro, in qualunque ora del giorno, come presto uso fare, 
per le scale o giü nel portico; e passasse, sotto gli occhi dei 
partigiani ivi assembrati in permanenza, vestito dell’impecca- 
bile abito borghese di gabardine color oliva che quasi subito 
aveva sostituito al kolbak, alla giubba di cuoio e ai pantaloni 
stretti alla caviglia di quando era arrivato a F*. Egli passava 
tra i partigiani ammutoliti senza salutar nessuno, elegante, 
perfettamente sbarbato, con Vala del feltro marrone abbas- 
sata da un lato della fronte sull’occhio freddo, di ghiaccio; e 
nel diffuso disagio che seguiva ad ogni sua apparizione, egli 
fu fin da principio l’autorevole padrone di casa, troppo edu- 
cato per litigare, ma forte del suo diritto, il quale sa farsi 
vedere sempre al momento più opportuno per ricordare al- 
l'inquilino moroso e vandalico che deve andarsene. L'inqui- 
lino nicchia, fa finta di non rilevare la muta, insistente pro- 
testa del proprietario dello stabile, che per ora non dice nulla, 
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ma certo non mancherä, a suo tempo, di chieder conto dei 
pavimenti rovinati, delle pareti imbrattate: sicché di mese in 
mese la sua posizione si fa sempre piü imbarazzante, piü 
precaria. Fu tardi, dopo le elezioni del '48, quando tante cose, 
in F*, erano ormai cambiate, o, meglio, tornate nello stato 
di prima della guerra (ma intanto la candidatura a deputato 
del giovane Bottecchiari aveva ottenuto il piú completo dei 
successi...): fu allora che l’A.N.P.I. decise di trasferire altrove 
la sua sede; e precisamente in tre stanze dell’ex Casa del 
Fascio, dove dal ’45 aveva stabilito i propri uffici la Federa- 
zione Provinciale del Lavoro. Ma tale trasferimento, per l’azio- 
ne silenziosa, implacabile di Geo Josz, era, da un pezzo, più 
che maturo. 

Egli non usciva quasi mai di casa, dunque, come se vo- 
lesse che nemmeno per un momento, colà, ci si dimenticasse 
di lui; ma ciò non gli impediva di farsi vedere ogni tanto 
in via Mazzini, dove fin dal settembre aveva ottenuto che 
il magazzino del padre, nel quale la Comunità veniva am- 
massando tutto ciò che si poteva recuperare dei beni seque- 
strati agli ebrei durante il periodo della Repubblica Sociale, 
fosse sgomberato in vista dei « più che necessarii — come disse 
all’ing. Cohen in persona — lavori di restauro, e della ria- 
pertura dell’esercizio »; o più di rado, lungo Corso Po, col 
passo incerto di chi avanza in terreno proibito, ed ha l’animo 
diviso tra il timore di far incontri spiacevoli e Pacre deside- 
rio, tutto opposto, di farli, per la passeggiata serale che già 
d’allora aveva ripreso a svolgervisi animata e vivace come sem- 
pre; o, nell’ora dell’aperitivo, e sedendo di schianto a un 
tavolino — perché ci arrivava ogni volta senza fiato, gron- 
dante di sudore — al Caffè della Borsa, in Piazza Castello, 
che era rimasto, nonostante tutto, il centro politico di F*. Né 
l'atteggiamento di ironico spregio che gli era abituale, ed 
aveva persuaso perfino lo zio Daniele, pur cosi espansivo, ed 
elettrizzato dall'aria del primo dopoguerra, a rinunziare ben 
presto ad ogni conversazione attraverso la botola incombente 
sulla sua testa, accennava a disarmare di fronte alle mani- 
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festazioni di cordiale accoglienza, agli affettuosi «ben tor- 
nato! » che ormai, dopo le incertezze del primo momento, 
cominciavano a venirgli da tutte le parti. 

Uscivano dalle botteghe prossime a quella che era stata 
del padre, e ormai era sua, con la mano tesa di chi offre 
aiuto e consiglio, o addirittura promette, per iperbole di ge- . 
nerosità, concorrenza leale in eterno; o traversavano apposta 
Corso Po, per quanto era largo, e con slancio eccessivo, reso 
ancor più isterico dal fatto che, in genere, non lo conoscevano | 
che di nome, gli buttavan le braccia al collo; ovvero si stac- | 
cavano dal banco del bar, tuttora immerso in quella stessa | 
oscurità faziosa dalla quale un tempo sortivano, ogni giorno 
alle tredici, gli annunzi radiofonici delle sconfitte (annunzi 


che raggiungevano appena, al passaggio, la bicicletta fuggitiva 
di Geo ragazzo...), per uscire a sederglisi accanto, sotto il ten- 
done giallo che mal difendeva dal sole accecante e dalla pol. | 
vere delle macerie. Lui era stato a Buchenwald, e, unico!, 

ne tornava, dopo aver sopportato chissà quali sofferenze, dopo 

aver assistito a chissà quali orrori. Ebbene essi eran lí, a sua 
disposizione, tutti orecchi per ascoltare. Raccontasse; e loro 
non si sarebbero stancati mai, pronti a rinunziare, per lui, 
perfino al pranzo a cui già chiamava, con due gravi rin- 
tocchi, l'orologio del Castello. Parevano, nel complesso, al- 
trettante patetiche scuse di aver tardato a riconoscerlo, d’aver 
cercato di respingerlo, di escluderlo ancora una volta. Era 
come se in coro dicessero: « Sei mutato, sai? Un uomo fatto, 
che diamine, e poi cosi ingrassato! Ma vedi: anche noi siam 
cambiati, il tempo è passato anche per noi... »: nel mentre 
che mostravano, come a testimonianza della loro buona fede, 
e a sostegno dell’evoluzione che le loro « idee » avevan subito 
in quegli anni tremendi, decisivi, i calzoni di tela grezza, le 
maniche rimboccate, le sahariane, i colletti senza cravatta, i 
sandali senza calze: nonché la barba, naturalmente, poiché 
non c’era nessuno che non Vavesse... Ed eran sinceri, nel- 
Poffrirsi ogni volta all’esame e al giudizio di Geo, e sinceri, 
poi, nel dolersi delle sue ripulse inflessibili: cosi come fu 
sincera, a suo modo, la convinzione che dopo l’aprile del 45 
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prese un po’ tutti, in città — compresi coloro che avevan più 
da temere del presente, e da dubitare del futuro —: la con- 
-vinzione che bene o male fosse per iniziarsi, da allora, un’epo- 
ca nuova, comunque migliore di quell’altra che, come un 
lungo sogno pieno di incubi atroci, stava finendo nel sangue. 

Quanto allo zio Daniele, al quale, da tre mesi che viveva 
d’espedienti e senza alloggio fisso, il bugigattolo soffocante 
della torre era subito apparso, nel suo ottimismo inguaribile, 
un acquisto meraviglioso, nessuno più di lui era convinto 
che con la fine della guerra fosse davvero cominciata l’età 
felice della democrazia e fratellanza universale. 

« Finalmente si respira », aveva egli azzardato fin dalla 
prima notte che aveva preso possesso del suo pozzo (e par- 
lava steso supino sul materasso di crine, le mani dietro la 
nuca). 


«Finalmente si respira, ah... », ripeté a voce più alta. 
E poi: «Non pare anche a te, Geo» — aveva soggiunto —, 
« che l’aria, in città, sia diversa da quella di prima? Le cose 
sono mutate, credimi: dentro, nella sostanza, mica soltanto 
di fuori. Sono i miracoli della libertà. Io, per me, sono pro- 
fondamente persuaso... ». 


Ciò di cui Daniele Josz era profondamente persuaso, a 
Geo, invece, doveva sembrare di assai dubbio interesse, se 
per tutta risposta egli non lasciò mai cadere dall’apertura 
verso la quale salivano la scaletta a chiocciola e le appassio- 
nate apostrofi dello zio, nient'altro che qualche «uhm! », 
qualche «ma davvero? », che non incoraggiavan certo a pro- 
seguire. « Che farà mai? », si chiedeva allora il vecchio, men- 
tre gli occhi gli andavano al soffitto schiaffeggiato, avanti e 
indietro, da un paio di ciabatte instancabili; e non sapeva 
che pensare. 

Gli pareva impossibile, a lui, che Geo non condividesse 
il suo entusiasmo. Fuggito da F* nei giorni dell'armistizio, 
aveva passato quasi due anni, ospite di contadini, nascosto 
in uno sperduto villaggio dell'Appennino tosco-emiliano; e 
lassi, dopo la morte della moglie che, poveretta, lei così osser- 
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vante!, aveva dovuto esser sepolta con nome falso in terra 
consacrata, si era aggregato, in qualità di commissario poli. - 
tico, a una Brigata partigiana. Egli era entrato tra i primi,, 
abbronzato e barbuto in cima a un camion, in F* liberata. , 
Che giorni indimenticabili! Ritrovare la città mezzo diroc-: 
cata, si, quasi irriconoscibile, ma completamente ripulita dai | 
fascisti, da quelli di prima e da quelli di Salò: da tutte quelle : 
facce, insomma, buona parte delle quali anche Geo avrebbe : 
dovuto pur ricordare, era stata, per lui, una gioia cosi piena, , 
cosi straordinaria! Sedersi tranquillamente al Caffè della Bor- : 
sa, di cui subito, appena tornato, aveva fatto il centro della sua : 
antica, modesta attività di assicuratore, senza che nessun oc- 
chio corrucciato gli comandasse d’andarsene, ma anzi sen- 
tendosi al centro della generale simpatia: ormai, dopo l’adem: 
pimento di un tal desiderio, egli avrebbe potuto anche mo- 
rire! Ma Geo? Possibile che Geo non sentisse nulla di tutto 
ciò? Possibile che dopo esser sceso all’inferno, e, per mira- 
colo, esserne risalito, in lui non ci fosse altro impulso che 
di rievocare immobilmente il passato, cosi come provava in 
qualche modo l’agghiacciante schiera di fotografie di tutti i 
suoi morti (il povero Angelo, la povera Luce, e quel piccolo 
Pietruccio, nato dieci anni dopo di Geo, quando più nessuno 
in famiglia l’aspettava, nato solamente per conoscer la vio- 
lenza e l’angoscia, e per finire a Buchenwald...), fotografie delle 
quali, un giorno che di soppiatto s’era spinto di sopra, nella 
stanza del nipote, aveva trovato tappezzate tutte le pareti? 
Possibile infine che l’unica barba, in città, contro la quale 
egli non aveva nulla da obbiettare, appartenesse proprio a 
quel vecchio fascista di Geremia Tabet, cognato del povero 
Angelo, che anche dopo il ’38, ad onta delle leggi razziali e 
del conseguente ostracismo imposto ovunque agli ebrei, aveva, 
seppur non ufficialmente, potuto continuare a frequentare il 
Circolo dei Commercianti per il bridge d’ogni pomeriggo? 
La sera stessa del ritorno di Geo, lui, Daniele Josz, aveva 
dovuto seguire a malincuore il nipote fino a casa Tabet, in 
via Roversella, dove, da quando era rientrato in città, non 
s'era mai fatto vedere. Ebbene non era inconcepibile — con- 
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tinuava a ripetere a se stesso l’ex commissario politico, il ses- 
sassentenne ex partigiano: e intanto il nipote, nella stanza di 
sopra, non cessava d’andar pesantemente su e giti — non era 
inconcepibile che Geo, appena lo zio fascista si era affacciato 
da una finestra del primo piano, se ne fosse uscite, per di- 
chiarar la propria presenza e identità, in un grido acutissimo, 
ridicolmente, istericamente appassionato, quasi selvaggio? 
Perché quel grido? Che cosa significava? Significava forse 
che il ragazzo, nonostante Buchenwald e lo sterminio di tutti 
i suoi, era cresciuto quale il padre, il povero Angelo, era stato 
nella sua ingenuità fino all’ultimo, magari fino alla soglia 
della camera a gas: un « patriota », cioè, cosi come tante volte 
l'aveva sentito professarsi con stolida fierezza? 


« Chi è!», domandò una voce preoccupata, scendendo 


dall’alto. 
« Sono io, zio Geremia, sono Geo! » 


Si, era stato una specie di strano urlo, strozzato dalla più 
violenta, inspiegabile delle emozioni. Davanti a casa Tabet, 
in via Roversella (ormai eran le dieci di sera, e in fondo al 
vicolo non si vedeva a più d’un passo di distanza), avevano 
aspettato a lungo che la porta si aprisse: dopodiché c’eran 
volute due rampe di scale fatte a tentoni, nel buio più asso- 
luto, perché Daniele Josz riuscisse a rimettersi in parte dalla 
sorpresa. 

Finalmente, in cima alla scala, mezzo dentro e mezzo fuo- 
ri dell’uscio, era apparso, in pigiama, l’avvocato Geremia Tabet 
in persona. Reggeva nella mano destra un piattino, con sopra 
dritta una candela, il cui lume ondeggiante dava al naturale 
pallore del suo volto, incorniciato dalla barba a punta nem- 
meno tanto ingrigita, vaghi riflessi verdastri. Appena l’ebbe 
scorto, Daniele Josz si fermò. Era la prima volta che lo rive- 
deva, da quando la guerra era terminata; e se adesso si tro- 
vava lí, sul punto di fargli visita, a ciò s'era indotto unica- 
mente per compiacere a Geo, che, viceversa, dopo il sopra- 
luogo fatto alla casa di via Campofranco, sembrava non aver 
altro per la testa che « lo zio Geremia » — come lo chiamava. 
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Deposta la candela sul pavimento, l’avvocato Tabet aveva 
stretto il nipote al petto, con un lungo abbraccio: ed era 
bastato ciö, perche Daniele Josz, che era rimasto a osservare 
la scena dal pianerottolo inferiore immerso nel buio, dimen- 
ticato laggiú come un estraneo, si sentisse di nuovo il parente 
povero che tutti loro — Angelo, suo fratello, perfettamente 
d’accordo anche in questo coi Tabet — avevan sempre evi- 
tato e disprezzato per le sue idee « sovversive ». Perche non 
se n’era andato subito, invece di salir di sopra, come aveva 
fatto poi? A trattenerlo era stata una speranza, un’assurda 
speranza. Dopo tutto la povera Luce, la mamma di Geo, era . 
una Tabet: sorella di Geremia. E forse soltanto per lei, per 
rispetto alla memoria di lei, Geo aveva rinunziato in un 
primo momento a trattar lo zio con la freddezza che il vec- 
chio fascista meritava. 


Ma si era ingannato: e per tutta la sera, anzi, fino a 
notte inoltrata, perché sembrava che Geo non si decidesse 
mai ad accomiatarsi, aveva dovuto assistere, seduto in un 
angolo del tinello, a manifestazioni d’affetto e confidenza per 
lui poco meno che disgustose. 


Era come se d’istinto si fosse stabilita fra i due una spe- 
cie d’intesa, alla quale, con prontezza altrettanto fulminea, 
si eran subito uniformati anche gli altri membri della fami- 
glia: Tania Tabet, lei si invecchiata e sciupata, e sempre ap- 
pesa, con quei suoi occhi smarriti, alle labbra del marito: 
e cosi i tre ragazzi — Alda, Gilberta e Romano — che perö, 
con la madre, si ritiraron presto a dormire. Il patto era que- 
sto: Geo non avrebbe alluso, nemmeno indirettamente, ai 
trascorsi politici dello zio, e lui, Geremia, avrebbe evitato di 
chieder nulla al nipote di cid che aveva visto e patito in 
Germania, dove anch’egli, del resto — e ciö dovevan comun- 
que ricordare coloro che pensassero di rinfacciargli qualche 
erroruccio di gioventü — aveva perduto una sorella, un co- 
gnato e un nipotino amatissimi. Che sventura, certo, che fa- 
talita! Ma il senso della discrezione e del riserbo (il passato 


era passato: inutile rivangarlo...) doveva vincerla, ormai, su 
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ogni altro impulso. Meglio guardare avanti, al futuro; ed 
peri; a proposito di futuro, quali erano — chiese a un dato 
momento Geremia Tabet, assumendo il tono grave ma be- 
nevolo del capofamiglia che vede lontano e a molto può prov- 
vedere — quali erano le intenzioni di Geo? Se intanto, visto 
che la casa di via Campofranco era stata occupata dai « ros- 
si », egli avesse voluto venire a stare da loro... 

A questo punto, rialzando la fronte con rinnovata atten- 
zione, Daniele Josz aveva cercato di nuovo, seppur inutil- 
mente, di capire. 

Sudando abbondantemente, benché in pigiama, l’avvoca- 
to Tabet, sedeva coi gomiti puntati sul grande, nero tavolo 
refettorio al centro del quale, ormai prossima a finire, frig- 
geva la candela; e intanto, perplesso, si tormentava con la 
mano destra la barbetta grigia, il classico pizzo da squadrista 
che, unico fra i vecchi fascisti di F* (« Bisogna pur dargli 


atto di ciò! » — qui s’era detto Daniele Josz, con amarezza) 
aveva avuto il coraggio, o l’improntitudine — o magari l’ac- 
cortezza, chissà... — di non farsi tagliare. Quanto a Geo, 


mentre, accennando di no col capo, declinava sorridendo l'in- 
vito, era proprio a quel pizzo ormai bigio e alla mano gras- 
soccia che lo stuzzicava, che, dall’altro lato del tavolo, si 
appuntavano i suoi occhi cerulei con fissità caparbia, fa- 


natica. 


IV 


Passò l'autunno e l'inverno, tornò la primavera. E lenta- 
mente, insieme col volger delle stagioni, ma tuttavia come se 
a evocarlo fosse esclusivamente lo sguardo di Geo (che di- 
sagio, a volte, che imbarazzo, sentirsi scrutati cosi!), anche il 
passato tornava. 

Strano, non è vero? Eppure il tempo veniva disponendo 
le cose in modo tale da far pensare che tra Geo e F* — tra 
noi e Geo — esistesse, se ciò si può dire, una specie di se- 
greto rapporto dinamico. Difficile, so bene, spiegare. Era co- 


465 


GIORGIO BASSANI 


munque, per intenderci, come se il progressivo riassorbimen- | 
to, da parte dei tessuti del corpo di Geo, di quegli umori 
malsani che fin dalla prima sua comparsa in via Mazzini, 
nell’agosto del ’45, avevan dato luogo a tante discussioni € 
perplessita, fosse legato in qualche modo al riaffiorare, dap- 
prima timido, poi sempre piú deciso ed evidente, di un'im- 
magine di F* e di noi, morale e fisica, che si credeva per 
sempre cancellata. Pian piano egli dimagriva, riassumendo 
col trascorrer dei mesi — a parte i capelli radi e precoce- 
mente incanutiti sulle tempie — un volto che le guancie gla- 
bre rendevano ancor più giovanile. Ma anche la città, dopo 
che furon rimosse le macerie più clamorose, e si fu sfogata 
una iniziale smania di cambiamenti, si ricomponeva a poco 
a poco nel profilo assonnato, decrepito, che i secoli della 
decadenza, succedutisi di colpo, per maligno decreto della 
Storia, ai tempi infantili e feroci delle origini (con l’erba 
dei campi sempre più folta a invadere, là verso le Mura, i 
superbi Corsi rinascimentali), avevano ormai fissato, per ogni 
possibile futuro, in maschera immutabile. Egli voleva tornar 
ragazzo, quel ragazzo ch’era stato, e insieme, precipitato 
com'era nell'inferno senza tempo di Buchenwald, non aveva 
potuto mai essere; ed ecco che anche F*, anche noi, per non 
deluderlo, tornavamo quelli d’una volta, quelli di prima del- 
la guerra e di sempre. Si trattava di un moto lento, concorde 
come quello di due sfere collegate, per sottoposti ingranaggi, 
a un unico perno invisibile. Un moto cosi lento che soltanto 
il crescer dei piccoli platani subito ripiantati lungo i bastioni 
fin dall’autunno del ’45, o la pioggia di polvere che nel frat- 
tempo veniva ricoprendo d’un velo a grado a grado più fitto 
la lapide commemorativa posta sulla facciata del Tempio 
israelitico, in via Mazzini — nessuno pit se ne accorgeva, 
ormai, giusta l'amara previsione di Geo! — avrebbero potuto 
darne conveniente misura. 


Si arrivò a maggio. 
Dunque era per questo — uno pensava —, soltanto per» 
ché un rimpianto assurdo non sembrasse cosi assurdo, era 
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per questo che a partire dai primi del mese eran ricomin- 
ciate ogni sera a sfilare per via Mazzini, coi manubrii delle 
biciclette traboccanti di fiori di campo, schiere allacciate di 
belle ragazze che adagio pedalavano, reduci da gite nella 
campagna suburbana, verso il centro della citta; ed era, d’al- 
tra parte, per la medesima ragione — perché profumo e stra- 
zio, come nella realtà piü vera, fossero convenientemente me- 
scolati —, se nello stesso tempo, uscita da chissa quale na- 
scondiglio ad appoggiar la schiena allo stipite di marmo sul 
quale avevan poggiato, fino alla meta del secolo scorso, i 
cancelli del ghetto, tornava a comparir laggiü all’angolo, im- 
mutata come una statua di cera, e simbolo per tutti noi, nes- 
suno escluso, del beato entre deux guerres, la figuretta erme- 
tica del famigerato conte Scocea. (« Toh, il vecchio matto: 
eccolo la di nuovo! » — s’era subito sentito esclamare in 
giro, non appena eran stati riconosciuti per la prima volta 
in distanza l’inconfondibile paglietta giallastra inclinata sul- 
Yorecchio, lo stuzzicadenti serrato fra le labbra sottili, il gros- 
so naso sensuale levato a fiutare, come pareva, l’odor dei ma- 
ceri che il venticello vespertino recava con sé). 
Ma poiché, frattanto, l’ultima generazione di belle ragaz- - 
_ze di F*, suscitando aperte esclamazioni di lode dagli stretti 
marciapiedi, e più segrete occhiate d’ammirazione dall’oscuri- 
tà dei fondachi retrostanti, aveva quasi finito, una sera di 
quelle, di risalir pigramente via Mazzini, ed anzi, in pro- 
cinto di sfociare in Piazza Castello, stava per passar oltre 
ridendo (quale mai, fra esse, aveva ricordi più antichi della 
guerra, e poteva rammentare, perciò, il « ciao » furtivo, di- 
sperato, che Geo Josz — allora un magro sedicenne perpetua- 
mente in bicicletta — aveva sussurrato, superandola in corsa, 
ad una delle loro sorelle maggiori nell’estate del '38 o del 
’39?): cosi, di fronte allo spettacolo della vita in eterno rin- 
novantesi, eppure sempre uguale a se stessa, e indifferente ai 
problemi e alle passioni degli uomini, non ci fu broncio, per 
quanto ostinato, che a questo punto potesse resistere. Forse 
era la primavera, forse il gusto di vivere che, dopo gli orrori 
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della guerra civile, in ognuno tornava prepotente, a disporre 


all’indulgenza anche gli animi pit severi. Sta di fatto, comun- 
que — per tornare al vecchio squattrinato patrizio inopinata- 


mente riapparso al suo antico posto d'osservazione, donde per 


chi, come lui, avesse vista acuta e udito sottile era possibile 
sorvegliar via Mazzini in tutta la sua lunghezza e, nello 
stesso tempo, l’attigua Piazza Castello — sta di fatto che a 
nessuno, a un anno appena dalla liberazione di F*, era ve- 
nuto in mente di rimproverargli d’esser stato per anni confi- 
dente stipendiato dell’O.V.R.A., né tanto meno d’aver diretto, 
dal ’39 al ’43, la Sezione locale dell'Istituto di cultura italo- 
germanico. Quei baffetti alla Hitler, che s’era lasciati crescer 
per l’occasione, e ancora conservava, non inducevano, adesso, 
che a considerazioni unanimemente intrise d’affetto, e, perché 
no? perfino di gratitudine. 


Parve enorme, perciò, per non dir scandaloso, che nei 


riguardi del povero conte Scocca — un’innocua macchietta, 
in fondo — Geo Josz si comportasse invece in un modo dal 
quale, nonché Vaffetto e la gratitudine, doveva dichiararsi 
estraneo ogni più elementare senso d’umanità e di discrezio- 
ne. E la sorpresa, bisogna pur dirlo, fu tanto più grande, per- 
ché di lui e delle sue bizzarrie — compresa l’avversione per 
le cosiddette « barbe di guerra» — era invalsa da tempo 
l'abitudine di sorrider benevoli, comprensivi. Parlar di Geo 
e dei suoi supposti capricci («La barba?! Se non è che per 
questo... »), e assumer l’aria ipocrita di chi costretto, vessato, 
faceva quel che faceva « giusto per accontentarlo », sopratut- 
to « per fargli piacere »: il vezzo era questo, e questa, insie- 
me, la verità nascosta. Non senza che poi, se vogliam sempre 
limitarci, per comodità d’esempio, alla faccenda delle barbe, 
gli si potesse anche riconoscere una buona fetta di merito — 


giacché, ripeto, ogni cosa accadeva in gran parte « per accon- 


tentarlo », soprattutto « per fargli piacere » — se tante facce 
di galantuomini osavan finalmente restituirsi, nude, alla nuda 
luce del sole. Ed era vero, si, a questo proposito, che l’avv. 
Tabet, l'avv. Geremia Tabet, zio materno di Geo, la barba 
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non se Vera ancor tagliata, né, con ogni probabilità, se la 
sarebbe tagliata mai. Ma il suo caso avrehbe potuto rappre- 
isentare un’eccezione soltanto per chi non sapesse, come certo 
Geo sapeva, collegare mentalmente a quel povero pizzo inca- 
nutito la casacca nera d’orbace, i lustri stivaloni neri, il nero 
fez di velluto coi quali ogni domenica mattina, fino all’estate 
del ’38, fino all’estremo limite dei « bei tempi », l’avv. Gere- 
mia aveva avuto l'abitudine di farsi vedere in gloria, tra mez- 
zogiorno e l’una, al Caffè della Borsa. 


L'incidente era nato subitaneo, inaspettato. Chi mai 
avrebbe potuto prevedere il paio di schiaffi secchi, perentorii, 
coi quali Geo, entrato senza sorpresa, col suo passo fiacco, nel 
campo visivo della vecchia spia rediviva, l'aveva colpita du- 
ramente sulle due guancie? La cosa, comunque, era accaduta 
davanti a un numero tale di testimoni, che averne un preciso 
resoconto non fu ritenuto, sul principio, granché difficile. E 
invece, abbastanza stranamente, del fatto s’eran subito avute 
versioni contrastanti: al punto da far dubitare, alla fine, non 
solamente della fondatezza di ciascuna di esse, bensi della 
realtà vera, oggettiva, di quel medesimo doppio schiocco, 
pam!-pam!, cosi sonoro e pieno — fu la voce generale — 
che s’era udito per buona parte di via Mazzini: dalla chiesa 
di S. Maurelio, a pochi metri dalla quale sostava il Conte, 
fino all’altezza del Tempio israelitico ed anche più in là. 


Per alcuni, il gesto di Geo restava assolutamente immoti- 
vato, inspiegabile. Pochi istanti prima egli era stato visto 
proceder nel senso stesso delle ragazze in bicicletta, non già 
affrettando il passo, ma anzi lasciandosi superar lentamente 
da esse: e nulla, nel suo viso, che teneva rivolto costante- 
mente verso il centro della strada, e sul quale si leggeva un 
sentimento misto di gioia e di stupore, poteva far immagi- 
nare ciò che di li a un momento sarebbe accaduto. Giunto, 
cosi, davanti al conte Scocca — proseguiva questa prima ver- 
sione dei fatti —, e staccati gli occhi, per un attimo, da un 
terzetto di cicliste che già si allontanava attraverso Piazza 
Castello, Geo s'era d’un tratto fermato sui due piedi: come 
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se la presenza del Conte, a quel punto e a quell’ora, gli riu-. 
scisse a dir poco inconcepibile. La sua esitazione, ad ognii 
modo, era stata minima: breve quel tanto che occorre per! 
aggrottar le ciglia, stringer le labbra, serrare convulsamente: 
i pugni, borbottar qualcosa di mozzo e di incoerente. Dopo-. 
diché, come spinto da una molla, egli era letteralmente vo-. 
lato addosso al povero Conte, il quale, dal canto suo, fino: 
allora non aveva mostrato per alcun segno d’essersi accorto) 
di lui. 

Tutto qui? Eppure una causa c’era, doveva esserci,. 
obbiettavano altri, che a sentir parlare d'istinto, d’« impulso | 
misterioso », torcevan le labbra dubbiosi. Il conte Scocca non 
s'era accorto del sopraggiunger di Geo: ciò, per quanto ill 
fatto, in sé, potesse sembrar strano, li trovava sufficientemen- 
te d’accordo. Ma come era possibile — insistevano — come. 
era possibile pensare che Geo, lui si, si accorgesse della pre- 
senza del Conte, proprio mentre le tre cicliste su cui, avidi, 
i suoi sguardi s’appuntavano, stavan per perdersi lentamente 
nella lieve bruma dorata che in quel momento occupava 
Piazza Castello? 


Secondo costoro il Conte, invece di starsene immobile e 
silenzioso, come i primi sostenevano, a guardare il passeggio, 
di null’altro preoccupato che di risultare affatto uguale a 
se stesso — uguale all'immagine che egli e la città, con 
moto concorde di simpatia, insieme vagheggiavano — qual. 
cosa faceva. E questo qualcosa, di cui nessuno che fosse pas- 
sato a più di due metri di distanza avrebbe potuto rendersi 
conto — anche perché, come s'è detto in principio, le sue 
labbra sembravano unicamente occupate a trasferire da un 
angolo all’altro della bocca uno stuzzicadenti — questo qual- 
cosa era un sibilo sottile, cosi debole da parer, più che ti- 
mido, casuale, una fischiatina oziosa e fortuita che sarebbe 
passata del tutto inosservata (ma non era proprio questo, 
d’altra parte, il particolare più gustoso, ciò di cui si doveva 


esser più grati al vecchio delatore?...), se il motivo, cui accen- 
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nava, fosse stato diverso da quello, fin troppo caratteristico, 


di Lili Marlen. > 
Tutte le sere all’ombra del fanal... 


fischiettava piano, ma chiaro, il conte Scocca, gli sguardi an- 
ch’egli perduti, nonostante i suoi settanta e piú anni, dietro 
le ragazze cicliste. Forse, tralasciato un attimo di zufolare, 
anche lui, a un dato momento, aveva unito la sua voce al- 
Punanime coro di lodi che si levava dai marciapiedi di via 
Mazzini, per mormorare, in dialetto, secondo l’uso bonaria- 
mente sensuale di qua: « Benedette da Dio! », o « Benedette 
voi e la madre che v’ha fatto! »: ma il sibilo ozioso, paci- 
fico, innocente — innocente per tutti, com’é naturale, fuor 
che per Geo — gli era, per sfortuna sua, subito risalito alle 
labbra di nuovo. Inutile aggiungere che, da questo punto fino 
al termine, la seconda versione dell’incidente concordava in 
pieno con la prima. 


Ma ce n’era una terza, di versioni, che giova ugualmente 
riferire, la quale, come la prima, eppure sostanzialmente di- 
versa da essa, non parlava per nulla di Lili Marlèn, né di 
altre fischiatine più o meno innocenti o provocatorie. 


Se si doveva dar retta a quest’ultima campana, era stato 
l Conte, proprio il conte Scocca, a fermare Geo. « Ehi! » 
— aveva detto, vedendolo passare. Magari gli si era rivolto 
chiamandolo col suo nome e cognome (« Guarda guarda: non 
sarai mica Geo Josz, il figlio del mio vecchio amico Angio- 
lino?! »): perché lui, Lionello Scocca, sapeva tutto di tutti, 
> gli anni che aveva dovuto passar nascosto, chissà come e 
love, non avevan minimamente annebbiato la sua memoria, 
> attenuato la sua capacità di riconoscere un volto fra mille 
— e si fosse pur trattato di un volto, come quello di Geo, 
he a Buchenwald, non già a F*, era diventato un volto 
l’uomo. E così, prima assai che Geo si scagliasse all’improv- 
riso sul vecchio, e, senza tener conto alcuno dell’età sua e 
li niente altro, lo schiaffeggiasse con violenza, per qualche 
minuto i due eran rimasti a conversare affabili insieme, il 
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conte Scocea interrogando Geo sulla fine di Angelo Josz, a 
cui — disse — era sempre rimasto affezionatissimo, informan- 
dosi minutamente della sorte toccata agli altri suoi familiari, 
Pietruccio compreso, deplorando quegli « orribili eccessi » € 
insieme congratulandosi del ritorno di lui, Geo; e Geo ri. 
spondendo con una certa imbarazzata riluttanza, è vero, ma 
insomma rispondendo: non diversi, all'aspetto, da due norma- 
li cittadini che sostano su un marciapiede a conversare del 
più e del meno, in attesa che si faccia sera. Che cosa avesse 
spinto Geo, poi, ad assalire d’un tratto il Conte, al quale era 
giusto far credito di non aver detto nulla che in qualche 
modo potesse offendere o ferire il suo interlocutore, e di non 
aver abbozzato, nella fattispecie, nemmeno la più piccola fi- 
schiatina: la bizzarria del carattere di Geo stava tutta qui 
— a giudizio di chi raccontava queste cose — stava tutta in 
questo « enigma »: e le chiacchiere e le supposizioni, a que- 
sto proposito, non dovevan cessare tanto presto. 


V 


Qual era la verità? — ancora ci si chiedeva, in città, mol. 
to tempo dopo quella sera di maggio —; come s’erano svoltii 
realmente i fatti? | 

Un punto, ad ogni modo, risultava certo: che da allora: 
molte cose eran cambiate, per Geo e per noi. Era stato, inı 
fondo, a partire da quella sera, che ci si era accorti, per esem-: 
pio, quanto Geo fosse dimagrito; e nulla, d’altra parte, nullai 
aveva potuto metter meglio in evidenza il suo dimagrimento: 
-— il suo, per cosi dire, ritorno alle proporzioni normali —- 
dei panni che nei giorni successivi, non s’era subito compreso 


per quale ragione, egli aveva ricominciato a indossare. 


Ho detto « ricominciato ». E infatti si trattava degli stes-- 


si, identici panni vestendo i quali, reduce dalla Germania,. 
egli era apparso per la prima volta in via Mazzini, nell’ago- 
sto del ’45, kolbak e giubba di cuoio comprasi. 
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Ci ballava dentro, adesso: anche perché, evidentemente, 
egli non doveva aver fatto nulla per adattarli alla sua nuova 
taglia. Comunque, cosi conciato, aveva preso a frequentare 
assiduamente il Caffé della Borsa, dove ad uno ad uno — se 
non proprio, i recenti seviziatori, i tupin, che condanne del 
resto già « inattuali » tenevano ancor nascosti, tuttora lon- 
tani — tornavano ad occupar le seggiole di vimini, sulle quali 
s'erano seduti in ozio per vent’anni, gli antichi bastonatori, 
i remoti dispensatori di purghe del '22 e del ’25, che la 
guerra aveva travolto e fatto dimenticare. Cosi conciato, cosi 
« assurdo », Geo, dal suo tavolino, fissava i gruppetti di co- 
storo con una cert’aria tra di sfida e d’implorazione. E il suo 
modo di comportarsi contrastava, a tutto suo svantaggio, na- 
turalmente, con la timidezza, evidente desiderio di cancel- 
larsi, che ogni gesto degli ex tiranni rivelava. Vecchi, ormai, 
inoffensivi, coi segni rovinosi che gli anni della sfortuna ave- 
van lasciato sulle loro facce e sui loro corpi, e tuttavia ri- 
servati, educati, vestiti bene, questi ultimi parevano tanto piü 
umani, tanto più commoventi e meritevoli di pietà che non 
l’altro, che non Geo. Eran tornati cosi a presentarsi dinnanzi 
alle coscienze di tutti gli inquietanti interrogativi. del primo 


‘momento: che cosa voleva, Geo Josz? Senonché il tempo del. 


l'incertezza e della perplessità, il tempo — che ora sembrava 
quasi eroico! — nel quale era giusto, e anche bello, spaccare, 
come si dice, ogni capello in quattro, e misurare il pro’ e il 
contro d’ogni cosa prima di prender la più piccola delle de- 
cisioni: quel tempo pieno di romanticismo, in fondo, del pri- 
mo dopoguerra, cosi propizio alle questioni morali e agli esa- 
mi di coscienza, non poteva — com'era, se non giusto e bello, 
fatale che cosi fosse — esser più revocato. Che cosa voleva, 
Geo Josz? Era l'antica domanda, si, ma formulata con la bru- 
talità impaziente che la Vita, ansiosa dei suoi diritti, ormai 
imponeva d’adoperare. 

Per questo, eccettuato lo zio Daniele, che la presenza a 
quei medesimi tavolini, « cosi in vista », di alcuni dei più 


noti esponenti del primo squadrismo locale, ex Consoli della 


473 


+ 


= 


GIORGIO BASSANI 
Milizia, ex Segretari Federali, ex Podesta, ecc., riempiva sem- 
pre d’indignazione e vena polemica (ma la sua fedelta era 
troppo naturale, troppo ovvia, per costituire una reale ecce- 
zione, una consolazione vera), per questo s’eran fatti ben rari 
i frequentatori del Caffe della Borsa che, come per il pas- 
sato, venissero a sedersi accanto a lui. 


Qualcuno che, vincendo l’interna ripugnanza, si era in- 
dotto tuttavia a farlo, non soltanto non aveva saputo, da prin- 
cipio, come dominar l'imbarazzo che il « travestimento » di 
Geo gli dava, e come, perciö, avviare la conversazione; ma 


una volta, poi, che la conversazione s’era avviata, non per 


questo si era sentito maggiormente a suo agio. L’eloquenza 


sorprendente con la quale Geo si era messo a parlar di Bu- 


chenwald e della fine di tutti i suoi, era risultata — affer- 


mava costui — più imbarazzante di qualunque silenzio. Li, al 
caffè, sotto il tendone giallo che proteggeva lo schieramento 
dei tavolini e delle seggiole di vimini dalla furia del sole po- 
meridiano (e intanto, dall’altro lato della strada, per proba- 
bile ordine del Commissario prefettizio succeduto fin dall’in- 
verno precedente al cosiddetto Prefetto della Liberazione dott. 
Herzen — ch’era poi subito, a quanto si diceva, emigrato in 
Palestina — una mano operaia veniva riempiendo di calce i 
fori di cui le pallottole delle fucilazioni avevan crivellato la 
spalletta della Fossa del Castello antistante al Teatro Comu- 
nale), Geo gli aveva ripetuto le parole che suo padre, prima 
di abbattersi sfinito sul sentiero che menava dal lager alla 
miniera di sale dove insieme lavoravano, gli aveva mormorato 
in un soffio; e poi, non contento di ciò, aveva rifatto per lui 
il piccolo gesto d’addio che la madre gli aveva rivolto, alla 
cupa stazione d’arrivo, in mezzo alla foresta, mentre era so- 
spinta via con le altre donne; e poi, ancora, aveva narrato 
di Pietruccio, il fratellino minore, seduto accanto a lui, al 


buio, nell’autocarro che dalla stazione fra gli abeti li portava — 


alle baracche del campo, e a un tratto scomparso, cosi, senza 
un grido, senza un lamento, senza che se ne potesse mai più 
saper nulla. Ebbene in tutto ciò c’era qualcosa di eccessivo 
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— aveva poi dichiarato questo tale, non senza un’onesta me- 
raviglia, convien dirlo, per la propria freddezza — c’era qual- 
cosa di falso, di sforzato. Colpa della propaganda, chissa — 
aveva aggiunto a propria. scusa. Vero è che se n’eran già 
udite tante, a suo tempo, di storie come queste, che ormai, 
a sentirsele ancora propinare, quando magari l’orologio del 
Castello stava battendo per il pranzo o per la cena, non era 
possibile, francamente, difendersi da un senso di noia e d’in- 
eredulita. E come se bastasse, poi, cacciarsi un berrettaccio 
di pelo in capo, e indossare una giubba di pelle, per farsi 
ascoltare con maggiore attenzione! 


Forse c’era qualcosa, nel suo cervello, che non funzio- 
nava bene: ecco, probabilmente, come andava la faccenda! 
Come spiegare, altrimenti — a parte il modo con cui aveva 
trattato quella famosa volta il conte Scocca — come spiegare 
le stranezze alle quali s'era abbandonato nei mesi successivi? 


Poteva infatti esser comprensibile che, di ritorno da Bu- 
chenwald, con l’animo ancora torturato dall’angoscia, dall’an- 
sia, egli se ne stesse volentieri tappato in casa, o, uscendo, 
piuttosto che percorrer strade spaziose sul genere di Corso 
Po, cosi ampio e aperto da dare, a volte, un senso di verti- 
gine anche alla più normale delle persone, avesse cercato 
d’istinto i vicoli della città vecchia, le tortuose stradette del 
ghetto, cosi anguste e buie che sembrava quasi d’essere al 
chiuso, a volte: ma che in seguito, smesso il bell’abito di 
gabardine color oliva dei primi tempi, non soltanto avesse 
cominciato a ingombrare continuamente con la sua presenza 
resa grottesca da quel suo travestimento inverosimile, la più 
bella e rappresentativa delle arterie cittadine, ma si fosse 
studiato di comparire dovunque ci fosse gente, voglia di di- 
vertirsi, o, semplicemente, sano desiderio d’andare avanti in 
qualche modo, di « ricostruire », di uscir comunque dalle sec- 
che di quello sporco dopoguerra: per tutto ciò, per una linea 
di condotta cosi provocatoria e stravagante non si sarebbe 
potuto trovar altro motivo che la pazzia. 


À 5 : ‘ 
Cosa davvero poteva importare, a lui, che v'era compar- 
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so una sera a spegnere il riso sulla bocca di tutti, cosa po» 
teva importare che si fosse costruito in pochi giorni, nell’ago- 
sto di quell’anno medesimo, un grandioso dancing fuori Por 
ta S. Giorgio, un dancing al quale non era dato rivolger ap» 
punto più serio (se si doveva badare a un articolo di quel 
povero illuso del giovane Bottecchiari pubblicato sulla Gazzet- 
ta del Po — ovvero del Volga, come, per scherno, l'organo 
del C.L.N. era stato ribattezzato) che di sorgere a soli cento 
metri dal luogo dove, nel ’44, eran stati uccisi per rappresa- - 
glia una ventina di partigiani — e un cippo marmoreo, in- - 
fatti, ne ricordava in mezzo a un campo a lato della strada 
la fucilazione? Voleva forse dire, la sua apparizione in quell 
luogo con abiti tanto disadatti, veramente da malaugurio, né: 
limitandosi a questo soltanto, bensi mostrando a destra e ai 
manca le fotografie dei suoi famigliari scomparsi a Buchen-, 
wald, e giungendo perfino, per colmo di ridicolo, a tentar di. 
trattenere per le falde dei vestiti giovanotti e ragazze che di 
null’altro avevan desiderio, in quel momento — poiché l’or-. 
chestra, oltre tutto, aveva riattaccato a suonare — che di lan-. 
ciarsi abbracciati sulla pista di cemento: voleva forse dire, 
tutto ciò, che lui e Nino Bottecchiari, accordatisi finalmente 
circa la casa di via Campofranco, filavano ormai, anche ri- 
guardo al resto, il perfetto amore? E se cosi, com’era parso 
allora probabile, stavan proprio le cose, non era giustificato 
che il Circolo Amici dell’America, per es., al quale, nella 
confusione entusiastica del primo dopoguerra, qualcuno, sen- 
za ch'egli ne sapesse nulla, aveva iscritto d’ufficio anche Geo, 
avesse subito provveduto a escluderlo, per misura d’ovvia pru- 
denza, dal numero dei propri soci? Probabilmente nessuno, a 
dir la verità, almeno per il momento si sarebbe sognato di 
pensare a lui, Geo Josz, se i camerieri del Circolo, una sera 
di febbraio del ’47, non avessero dovuto cedere alle insistenze 
d’uno strano individuo vestito come un pezzente, con la nuca 
rapata degli ergastolani — qualcosa, considerando anche la 
sporcizia e il puzzo, di molto simile al mitico Tugnin da la 


Ca’ di Dio —, il quale, dal vestibolo pieno di cappotti e 
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pellicce appesi in mostra dagli attaccapanni, s’era messo a 
proclamare a gran voce che lui, essendo, com’era poi risul- 


| tato verissimo, regolarmente iscritto al Circolo, poteva fre- 


i 
i 


| 
| 


quentare il medesimo quando gli piaceva. E come, d’altra 
parte, si sarebbe potuto biasimar seriamente il Circolo stesso 
d’aver preso, per liberarsi da quell’incubo, una simile decisio- 
ne, se gia dall’autunno dell’anno precedente l’Assemblea dei 
soci aveva espresso il voto unanime che si tornasse al pit 
presto all’antico, glorioso nome di Circolo dell’Unione, re- 
stringendo di nuovo il campo degli iscritti all’aristocrazia 
— ai Costabili, ai Del Sale, ai Maffei, agli Scroffa, agli Scoc- 
ca, ecc. — e alla parte pit eletta della borghesia? Se agli 
Amici dell’America chiunque poteva esser accolto senza scan- 
dalo, all’Unione, via, certe norme, certe consuetudini « seco- 
lari », certe naturali esclusioni, anche a prescinder dalla po- 
litica, non potevano esser poste in discussione. Perché? Che 
cosa c’era di male, in questo? Anche la vecchia Maria, la 
Maria Ludargnani, che in quell’inverno medesimo aveva ria- 
perto la sua casa d’appuntamenti in via Arianuova (era l’uni- 
co luogo, questo, dove ci si potesse trovare senza che le opi- 
nioni politiche si mettessero di mezzo ad avvelenare i rap- 
porti tra le persone: e si passavan le serate cosi, magari limi- 


_tandosi a giocare a ramino con le ragazze...), anche lei non 


aveva voluto assolutamente saperne, una notte che Geo era 
venuto a bussare alla sua porta, di farlo entrare: né s'era 
risolta a staccarsi dallo spioncino, con l'occhio al quale era 
rimasta a osservarlo a lungo, prima d'averlo visto allonta- 
narsi attraverso la nebbia. Ebbene se a nessuno era passato 
nemmeno per il capo, in quell'occasione, che Geo fosse de- 
fraudato di qualche diritto: con tanta maggior ragione si 
doveva riconoscere che il circolo dell’Unione aveva agito, nei 
riguardi di lui, nel più corretto e avveduto dei modi. La de- 
mocrazia, se questo nome aveva un senso, doveva salvaguar- 


dare tutti i cittadini: in basso, d'accordo, ma anche in alto. 
te 
Se soltanto, pazzo che era stato, avesse avuto un po di 


pazienza! Il tempo, che aggiusta tutte le cose (per opera sua 
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anche F* risorgeva identica dalle sue rovine, e gia le piccole. 
chiome stente degli alberelli piantati lungo le Mura facevan 


presentire quelle altre, immense e mormoranti, che tra venti 


anni avrebbero rioccupato, nel vuoto paesaggio, lo spazio di 


cielo che al di sopra del « vecchio, caro ferro da stiro » pare- 
va già attenderle), il tempo avrebbe calmato infine anche lui, 
l'avrebbe aiutato a rientrare nell'alveo, a «ingranare », in- 
somma — perché era questo, stringi stringi, il suo problema. 
Anche da ciò, dal fatto appunto che non aveva saputo pazien- 
tare come avrebbe dovuto, s'era capito che c’era veramente 


qualcosa, nel suo cervello, che non funzionava bene. Nel *48, 


dopo le elezioni, dopo che la Sezione provinciale dell’A.N.P.I. 
era stata trasferita in tre stanze dell’ex Casa del Fascio (e 


y 


s'era avuta la prova tardiva, con ciò, che le voci di una sua | 


adesione al comunismo eran puramente fantastiche), proprio 
allora Geo era scomparso improvvisamente da F*, senza la- 
sciar dietro sé la minima traccia, come un personaggio da 
romanzo: tanto & vero che alcuni lo avevan detto emigrato 
in Palestina sulle tracce del dott. Herzen, altri nell' America 
del Sud, altri in un imprecisato Paese « d'oltre cortina ». 
Proprio allora che, affittando a dovere il palazzo ormai sgom- 
bro di via Campofranco, e dando conveniente impulso al- 
Vazienda paterna, egli avrebbe potuto viver comodamente, 
da signore, e pensare, tra l’altro, anche a rifarsi una famiglia! 
A sposarsi, sicuro: perché non ci sarebbe stata signorina, in 
F*, della classe sociale cui egli apparteneva, la quale, al caso, 
avrebbe considerato la differenza di religione (gli anni, per 
questo, non eran passati per nulla, in questa materia si era 
dappertutto assai meno rigidi che nel passato!) come un osta- 
colo insormontabile. Sí, lui non poteva saperlo, bizzarro 
com'era, ma le cose, certo, sarebbero finite in questo modo. 
Il tempo avrebbe aggiustato tutto quanto, proprio come se 


niente di niente fosse mai accaduto. S'era mai vista, invece, 


maniera più folle di comportarsi? Ah, ma per capire con 


che razza di tipo si era avuto a che fare (e tornava ancora 


e sempre, discorrendo di Geo, la parola « enigma ») l’episodio 
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del conte Scocca, senza che fosse necessario aspettare il re- 
sto, avrebbe, in fondo, potuto piú che bastare... 


VI 


Un enigma, già. 

Eppure, a guardar bene — quando ci si fosse richiamati, 
in mancanza d’indicazioni piü sicure, a quel senso d’assurdo, 
e insieme di verità rivelata, che nella sera imminente pud 
destare in noi qualsiasi incontro — proprio l’episodio del 
conte Scocca, sul quale in città s’era fondata fin da principio 
Videa della follia di Geo, non avrebbe offerto, dopo tutto, 
nulla di enigmatico, nulla che non potesse esser compreso 
da un cuore appena solidale. 

Oh, è ben vero! La luce del giorno è noia, duro sonno 
dello spirito, « noiosa ilarità » — come dice il Poeta. Ma fate 
che scenda, alla fine, l’ora del crepuscolo — l’ora ugualmente 
intrisa d’ombra e di luce d’un calmo crepuscolo di maggio —, 
ed ecco che cose o persone, che dianzi v’eran sembrate del 
tutto normali, indifferenti, può darsi che a un tratto vi si 
mostrino per quelle che sono veramente, può darsi che a 


un tratto vi parlino — e sarà, in quel punto, come se fo- 
ste colpiti dalla folgore — per la prima volta di se stesse 
e di voi. 


« Cosa faccio, io, qui con costui? Chi è costui? Ed io, 
che rispondo alle sue domande, e, intanto, mi presto al suo 
gioco, io chi sono? ». 

Eran stati due schiaffi che, dopo qualche momento di 
muto stupore, avevan risposto fulminei alle domande insi- 
stenti, se pure cortesi, di Lionello Scocca. Ma a quelle doman- 
de avrebbe potuto anche rispondere un urlo furibondo, disu- 
mano: cosi alto che tutta la città, per quanta ancora se ne 
accoglieva oltre l’intatta, ingannevole quinta di via Mazzini 
fino alle lontane Mura sbrecciate, l'avrebbe udito con orrore. 
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